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ABSTRACT
Incarnational literacy is a multimodal, maker-centered, arts-based literacy
engagement. As an emerging method and theoretical orientation, it incorporates core
principles and transformative tools from the domains of creativity, arts-based inquiry,
literacy, and spirituality. This experimental, multimodal dissertation chronicles the
conception and ongoing development of incarnational literacy through a series of
autoethnographic narratives, demonstrating the existential benefits of the integrated
practice of artmaking and literacy engagements. This study also highlights the role and
function of videogames and virtual reality experiences, revealing the benefits of
introspective gameplay as tools of inquiry and meaning-making - further enriching the
developing practice and domain of incarnational literacy.
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CHAPTER ONE: TOWARDS AN INCARNATIONAL LITERACY

Purpose
The purpose of this dissertation research is to present an artful recollection of my
lived experiences related to incarnational literacy—a theoretical approach to
conceptualizing, analyzing, and exploring a personal, arts-based literacy engagement. I
also aim to highlight and articulate the relevant connections between my lived
experiences, the methodological and theoretical issues of literacy, and how existing
research or scholarship informs and influences the development of incarnational literacy
both as method and practice. Though my dissertation does not feature a stand-alone
literature review chapter, connections to and with existing scholarship is incorporated
into each story chapter through a series of endnotes.
Objectives, Rationale, Questions, and Limitations
Originally, I titled my dissertation, Incarnational Literacy, with the added subtitle,
Stories of Transformation. 1 I coined the term incarnational literacy in 2018 by merging a
rich theological concept with the field of literacy signifying a new theoretical orientation,
method, and embodied engagement. Thus, as my title suggests, my objective is to
introduce a transformative literacy practice through a series of autoethnographic stories,
exploring how my engagement with incarnational literacy contributed to significant
transformations in my life. The subtitle, Stories of transformation, also denotes that the
creation and sharing of these stories as autoethnographic text combined with aesthetic
1

elements (images and embedded video collages) are the tangible outcomes of my
practice of and engagement with incarnational literacy. 2

FIGURE 1.1. Conceptualizing incarnational literacy as a dissertation project. 3D model
and virtual reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to
access a large-scale image with added commentary. 3
When I entered the literacy program at USF, two equally important paths
emerged regarding the pursuit of literacy education, research, and scholarship. The first
path focuses on the acquisition of literacy skills, the mechanics, methods, and tools
related to reading and writing, while the second path is about the doing or engaging in
the practice of literacy. Though both paths are interconnected and interdependent, my
inquiry and passion centers on a lived literacy practice or in what ways I understand,
practice, and pursue literacy in the context of my everyday life, with a deep interest in
how literacy contributes to one’s existence. 4 Thus, the central question of my inquiry is:
In what ways do my engagements with literacy shape my existence and contribute to a
good life? This engagement centers on a method and practice in which the act of
2

reading and writing is combined with the processes of artmaking. 5 Consequently, my
research explores how a deliberate, ritualistic engagement with artmaking combined
with reading and/or writing contributes to my quality of life or pursuit of happiness. In
other words, how can incarnational literacy contribute to one’s existential quest and
provide meaningful engagements as a person navigates through the joys and sorrows
of life? Or to put it differently, in what ways does incarnational literacy contribute to the
quality and depth of reading the world, and the word? 6 Through these questions I also
suggest that incarnational literacy is better categorized as a way of life, an existential
attitude, which is not limited to a particular domain, such as education or academic
research. 7
I acknowledge the specialized scope of this subjective and individual approach to
the pursuit of literacy; however, as an emerging scholar, I also believe that, it is
essential and necessary to examine and define my beliefs, my understanding, and my
lived experiences and practices related to the field of literacy. My distinct practice and
engagement with literacy, which I define as incarnational is built upon a systematic
integration of a ritualistic process of (art)making into my reading and writing life. Simply
put, incarnational literacy is maker-centered activity as it infuses the artistic processes
of creating/making tangible objects into literacy engagements, such as reading and
writing. 8 In addition, the objective of this arts-based or maker-centered literacy
engagement is to explore and fulfill existential needs, or to elevate one’s quality of life.

3

FIGURE 1.2. Conceptualizing incarnational literacy as ritualistic engagement and
interplay between literacy and artmaking. 3D model and virtual reality mind map created
in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with
added commentary. 9
Through this dissertation project I am laying the foundations for an existential
literacy practice based on the theories and methods of an arts-based literacy
engagement that I call incarnational literacy. To accomplish this, I am taking an
autoethnographic approach focusing on significant life events and revealing my prior
incarnational engagements with literacy. The autoethnographic stories offer my readers
an entry point to witness my practice of doing literacy through this method. In addition,
the use of evocative autoethnography reveals that this form of scholarship and
storytelling is an integral feature of my practice of incarnational literacy both as a
tool/method and literacy engagement. 10 My readers’ engagement with these stories will

4

hopefully result in a shared new understanding, new discoveries about existence and
the human condition with an intention to continue exploring the transformative potentials
of literacy. Based on this vantage point, I approach literacy as a transformative and
creative tool that impacts every aspect of life. And perhaps the litmus test of literacy is
life itself, or how one’s use of or engagement with reading and writing contributes to the
quality or depth of one’s existence. I believe that the degree of transformation through
literacy is dependent on one’s doing, practice or engagement with it. 11
Definitions, Conceptual Foundations
Incarnation as a religious concept, doctrine, and belief goes beyond embodiment,
which is often a plausible, but inadequate synonym. Incarnation stresses not only
physicality or the corporal dimensions of existence, rather it points toward radical
transformation through a systematic methodology reinforced by ritualistic engagements,
communal rites, and the dimension of the sacred. Consequently, incarnational literacy
may be linked to the emerging field and scholarship of embodied literacies, however
incarnational literacy goes beyond the role and function of one’s body and stresses the
existential and creative dimension of one’s transformation through a ritualistic, artsbased approach to literacy.
Incarnation, especially from a Judeo-Christian perspective, indicates that
physical existence is dependent and shaped by language, ideas or words on the page.
According to one creation story described in the Hebrew Bible and the Christian Old
Testament, the genesis of life is dependent on the spoken words of God, i.e., the
creator speaks the world into existence. Similarly, the introductory chapter of John’s
Gospel begins with a unique connection between the word (logos) and embodied
5

existence through the statement, “the Word became flesh and lived among us.” 12 The
Greek language has two distinct terms for word - one signifying spoken words (rhema)
and the other with a broader, philosophical meaning implying a total message (logos).
The Gospel writer uses logos in this statement, and his contemporaries likely
understood that he was referring to the total self-expression of God in a human form,
suggesting that God took on a radically new “existence” and became a human being. In
other words, God who was formerly known through acts of reading and reciting written
words or studying the sacred scriptures, now - based on the event of incarnation becomes a living, organic being, fully human. For me, this idea that the word (or text)
becomes flesh points to the possibility that stories, concepts, ideas, teachings, and
wisdom (one possible translation of logos) in the form of writing or spoken words are not
just part of the realm of static materiality as a text or image on the page. These
language-based or expressive “artifacts” can turn into existence and fulfill specific
functions in and through corporeal existence. Or to put it differently, on the page or
screen ideas are made visible through abstract signs but through the act of incarnation
they become organic, lived expressions or behaviors, signifying through embodied
existence, i.e., how I live, relate, move, communicate throughout my life.
Based on this perspective and assumption, one’s engagement with literacy can
be viewed as an incarnational act or as the pathway toward radical embodiment, since
one’s interaction with ideas, symbols, objects, stories, etc., through reading and writing
can turn the objects of literacy (text, image, story) into a lived expression or embodied
understanding. However, this is not an automatic process or function. Literacy
engagements do not always shape or change one’s life either implicitly or explicitly. I
6

know from personal experience that the quality and depth of my literacy engagement
plays a significant role regarding transformation or the embodiment of a new idea,
perspective, or behavior. Transformation is also dependent on content or the object of
literacy, i.e., text or other linguistic expressions. And religion is a fitting analogy to
highlight this point regarding the quality or significance of text. Religious communities
view their collection of text or the content in which they construct a lived experience as
sacred, practical, genuine, divinely inspired, canonical, etc. Or to use a more secular
example we often set aside certain books or artifacts under the categories, of great,
timeless, or essential. And to return to the New Testament example, prior to the
historical event of the birth of Jesus, God was mainly known, expressed, encountered,
and discussed through a series of books, consisting of a set of language-bound
concepts, in the form of commandments, narratives, poetry, etc. However, according to
the mainstream Christian belief, through incarnation, these non-sentient teachings,
ideas, or narratives about God suddenly became living “flesh” - felt, visible, and
expressed through the lived and visible life of Jesus of Nazareth.
What the author of the Gospel of John is perhaps suggesting, or the way I
understand his teaching, is that the essential goal of engagement with ideas, teachings,
philosophical concepts, or narratives presented through text or speech must be
encountered, processed, internalized and then externalized (i.e., becoming flesh). One
must commune with “the word” to a degree that “words” become lived experiences. This
idea of internalizing and communing with stories to the extent that it becomes an
inseparable part of one’s existence is also a dominant feature in the ritual of holy
communion. Put it simply, the goal of the Christian life is to incarnate Christ, to embody
7

his teachings, to become indistinguishable from him. And to achieve this objective or to
aim toward a radical transformation evolving from a Homo sapiens to a Homo
christianus 13 or Christ-like person one must pursue a form of engaged, systematic
discipleship, utilizing the tools and methods of a lifelong religious practice, e.g.,
communal worship, transformative rituals, contemplative prayer, sacred reading, etc.
To incarnate (not simply imitate but emulate) a Christ-like existence or to
incarnate attributes such as unconditional love, forgiveness, etc., a practitioner must
embark on a systematic and abiding religious practice or a lived spirituality, which in
turn becomes both necessary and instrumental with all its tools and methods to
accomplish this shift of one’s lived experience or ways of relating to oneself, others, and
the world. 14 Again, the emphasis here is not the factuality or truthfulness behind the
claim that Jesus of Nazareth was God incarnate. Perhaps this is just a useful myth that
words or the written philosophical and artistic expressions (poetry) of the divine realm
became sentient through the life of Jesus. However, it is an undeniable fact that ideas,
beliefs, perspectives, stories regardless of their validity or truth can become lived
realities once a receiver (reader) of these language-bound expressions aligns his or her
actions, behaviors with a particular belief. It is also evident that religious communities or
spiritual practices will often lead to radical individual or human transformation, mainly
due to systematic practices, beliefs, and the power of ritual engagements. Also, the
archetypes of religious figures, such as Jesus or the Buddha become the role models or
examples charting a path for the pursuit of a life that cultivates certain attitudes,
perspectives, or sets of behaviors. They claim that following their examples and
progressing on this path will contribute to the flourishing of sentient beings, and help
8

followers to cultivate values and certain acts based on loving kindness, forgiveness,
compassion, etc., to lessen the overall suffering created by hate, greed, ignorance, etc.
Thus, religious communities will often emphasize or focus on the wellbeing of people
with the aim to fulfilling of existential needs. And the rich domain of religion and spiritual
practices may offer unique tools or powerful, but neglected literacy engagements with
text, stories, ideas, etc., that can reinforce or expand the possibility to internalize a text,
teaching, or perspective to a degree that it shapes the life of an individual or a larger
community outside of religious communities.
Consequently, one important goal of my lived literacy is to reveal or demonstrate
through my life (not just through writing or scholarship) how concepts, ideas, and
teachings can be lived out authentically through incarnation. This requires a deliberate
process of internalization, through which information and knowledge becomes an
integral part of my life affecting or changing the way I live and act in the world. And
perhaps this is what T. S. Eliot is suggesting when he shares a deep concern of our
diminishing ability to transform information into wise existence. According to Eliot, wise
existence requires a dedicated systematic engagement as one transforms information
into knowledge, knowledge into wisdom, and wisdom into living. 15 Thus, one of the
central questions for me is how an incarnational engagement with literacy becomes a
catalyst, contributing to the transformation of information presented in books, films,
visual and performing arts, videogames, etc., into the foundation or resources for living
a good life; a life one finds meaningful with a will to live and a value in living. Or to use
Aristotle’s phrase, how does a person achieve eudaimonia, which refers to a flourishing
life, a complete life, through literacy? This objective, to live well, or to experience a
9

sense of equilibrium and meaning has been an important pursuit of my life. I also
believe that one’s actualization of a well-lived life is the highest goal of philosophy, and
formal education.
However, it is painful to admit that for a long time, I have been struggling with a
pressing existential pain, searching for tools and methods to alleviate or mitigate the
weight of dread and confusion tied to human existence and my circumstances. Even
though all my external needs are met, there is a lingering inner chaos, with an
overwhelming force, disorienting and blinding, giving rise to more suffering within and
around me. Though I live in relative peace in a prosperous country, where I am
privileged when it comes to access to resources and vital services, still, even as I am
writing these words, I feel overly anxious and depressed about many things. There are
still many habitual thinking patterns that are negatively affecting my life and others
around me. But like Victor Frankl, I keep searching for meaning and change within my
own situation and constraints 16. Thus, my doctoral research in a way is an inquiry to test
and reflect on my incarnational literacy practice and see if it may contribute to living a
good or at least a better life. In addition, I am not suggesting that methods and tools of
an incarnational engagement with literacy will be a universal path toward wellbeing, or it
will bring joy and eliminate all problems. But as I closely examine my incarnational
literacy practice through this dissertation project, it becomes evident that the intensity of
my habitual reactions contributing to my suffering, depression, or to the loss of will to
live – are changing and diminishing through this practice. Incarnational literacy is meant
to be approached as transformative process and practice. Though at this stage of my
research, incarnational literacy is a theoretical perspective, a set of assumptions based
10

on my lived experiences. However, it is also an invitation to practice, explore, and test a
distinct, arts-based literacy engagement designed to aid its practitioners on their pursuit
of human fulfillment or eudaimonia. 17
In addition to the potential existential benefits of incarnational literacy, I also see
this practice as a valuable method to engage with scholarship and to deepen one’s
communion, understanding, and appreciation of ideas, concepts, perspectives, stories,
etc. Authentic scholarship is dependent on a deeper communion with the work and
ideas of others. To stand on the shoulders of giants, to use this metaphor, one must
learn to climb and endure the height, fight the vertigo, or have the courage to befriend
those giants so they can allow one to stand on them.
Incarnational literacy draws insights and inspiration from religious and spiritual
practices that promote, deepen, or facilitate individual and communal transformation.
These transformative practices are centered on the engagement with rituals and sacred
rites. In addition, the most profound transformation within religious systems is usually
linked to mysticism, or the mystical path, thus I adopted and borrowed from various
mystical practices with their underlying philosophical perspectives to develop my
secular incarnational literacy practice.
Besides religion, the arts similarly offer transformative experiences. And here, I
focus on the embodied experiences of a maker, and how the process of art making
impacts the life of the maker, creator. Consequently, incarnational literacy merges
transformative ritual practices with the processes of artmaking and integrates this
contemplative artmaking into the process of writing and reading. Thus, incarnational
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literacy offers practitioners an interplay(or dance) between reading/writing and the
creation of aesthetic objects, reinforcing and changing one’s engagement with reading
and writing, as well as artmaking.

FIGURE 1.3. Incarnation and artmaking as transformative engagements. 3D model and
virtual reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to
access a large-scale image with added commentary. 18
Theoretical Perspectives
Incarnational literacy as a theory and practice is rooted in my history,
experiences, beliefs, and everyday engagements with the world. It is also influenced by
my perspectives about ontology, epistemology, and aesthetic sensibilities guiding my
pursuit of wisdom and truth. 19
First, my belief about the nature of reality is best described as nonduality. This
belief is articulated by the Hindu Advaita tradition, though nonduality is also a dominant
12

perspective in various Eastern and Western spiritual and mystical traditions
emphasizing oneness and the interconnected nature of the universe. 20 Within the
context of my dissertation, I introduce nonduality as a secular perspective, since it does
not require belief in a supernatural nor does it manifest in a religious institution or
require membership in a particular group. 21 It is also important, that I choose this
orientation, based on experience, and utility. Nonduality makes sense to me both on an
intellectual and emotional level and looking at the world through this lens offers
equilibrium and a sense of peace.
Nonduality 22 is in stark opposition with all philosophies based on materialism and
a belief in the primacy of matter. Nonduality rejects the idea that matter is the foundation
or the essential ingredient for the evolution of bodies, brains, sentience, and
consciousness. Moreover, this perspective questions the existence of matter outside of
consciousness, arguing against the materialist paradigm, i.e., that matter generates
bodies, bodies generate brains, brains generate minds, and minds generate
consciousness. Nonduality simply flips this order of progression, suggesting that there is
only one, infinite consciousness or awareness. It is awareness or infinite consciousness
that generates the mind, brains, bodies, and everything we perceive. In other words,
sentient beings are the localization of the infinite awareness. 23 While materialism claims
that matter is the origin of life with the added emphasis of separateness and subjectobject relations, nonduality places consciousness as the foundation of life as we
experience it, with the emphasis on a fundamental unity that ties the cosmos into an
interconnected whole. Thus, the central existential quest related to practitioners,
embracing nondual perspectives is a radical self-inquiry into the nature of awareness
13

and reality itself. In nondual circles, there is also an emphasis on the direct path,
challenging the need for methods or authority figures, claiming that everyone can arrive
to a nondual understanding through exploring the fundamental questions, of who am I
or what is the nature of awareness.
It is also important that embracing a perspective is a personal choice, determined
by resonance and function. I resonate with nondual teachings and viewing the world
through a nondual lens makes sense to me. Regardless of empirical evidence or
scientific proof, nonduality functions within my worldview and everyday life, allowing me
to interact with the cosmos based on this belief.
Though nonduality represents the overarching framework of my beliefs about
reality and ontology, I do embrace elements of traditional paradigms regarding ontology
and methodology. For example, I believe that knowledge is constructed, and it is a
dynamic, a changing product of the body-mind, permeated with human values and
understanding. 24 It is also evident that language plays a significant role in our
construction of reality and knowledge, but from a nondual perspective the key is to
transcend this constructed reality and recognize the primacy of awareness, or the
ground of being. In addition, I find the arts-based perspective the most fitting and useful
to engage with an incarnational literacy practice. The arts-based approach to reality
acknowledges that art and the artistic process offers an interpretation and
reconfiguration of reality. Art and the process of creating aesthetic works similarly a
form of knowledge construction and a way of embodied existence, in which transforming
materials, giving them new meaning becomes a form of inquiry or way of life.
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Moreover, nonduality and its method, often described as the direct path, offers an
alternative paradigm for inquiry and investigating the nature of reality. 25 Nonduality
stresses the importance of a radical self-inquiry instead of searching for answers and
solutions externally or obtaining it from others. Traditional academic research `often
begins with a set of questions or assumptions followed by the exploration of existing
knowledge through a review of literature, which has certain benefits and merits. A
nondual approach to research doesn’t discard the importance of existing knowledge, but
instead of seeking answers or solutions externally, it employs self-inquiry as the first
step after formulating a question. This is not a dismissal of the validity or usefulness of
external knowledge but rather an opportunity to explore anamnesis theory or Plato’s
claim that “all learning is remembering,” or recollection. 26 Nonduality challenges the idea
that we begin life (or research) as blank slates or that searching for solutions externally
is the only way to find answers. My dissertation project similarly embraces this
paradigm. After formulating my questions, I employed writing and artmaking as a radical
self-inquiry and then I searched for connections with existing knowledge.
Structure of the Dissertation
I have structured the presentation of incarnational literacy by constructing a
series of autoethnographic stories combined with aesthetic objects (video collages).
Incarnational literacy as scholarship always incorporates story (written or spoken) and
aesthetic objects. Both components are interdependent, emerging from the process of
inquiry and are presented in a coherent form. Each story (chapter) outlines a tenet of
Incarnational Literacy as explained through my lived experience of the theory and
methods. Since incarnational literacy is a maker-centered practice resulting in aesthetic
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objects/artifacts, the stories I present are the outcomes or fruits of engagement. The
evocative narratives combined with embedded audio-visual media shows one possible
form for presenting incarnational scholarship emerging from this engagement.

FIGURE 1.4. Basic structure of dissertation chapters. 3D model and virtual reality mind
map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale
image with added commentary. 27
In the following stories, the COVID-19 pandemic serves as an important lens and
background, as each story begins and ends with a vignette about the pandemic, using a
video game experience. I use my engagement with videogames (gamer
autoethnography) as a framing device and connective tissue between each story,
revealing how a particular game provides a symbolic portal during the present pandemic
to access and explore past events. 28 These gaming narratives at the beginning and end
of each story highlight that playing games during COVID-19 served as creative and
generative activities aiding my process of recollection and synthesis of past events.
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Thus, the opening portion of the gaming narrative serves as an entry point into past
events, while the second part uses the game to aid my process of synthetizing or
making sense of a past event in which I engaged with a practice of incarnational
literacy.

FIGURE 1.5. Gamer Autoethnography. Digital Collage and Videorecording. 29
My dissertation is theory oriented, experimental, qualitative, and
autoethnographic with the main objective of laying the theoretical and methodological
foundations for an arts-based literacy practice: incarnational literacy. Therefore, the
traditional “Review of Literature” is integrated throughout the experience, directing
readers to the points at which words of others were enacted in my maker processes or
showing readers where I am now connecting the words of others to this act of
reconstruction (composing). In addition, what unfolds on these pages, is the visible part
of a proverbial iceberg. All that’s hidden under the surface, what’s implicit, unexpressed,
and perplexing, such as the time spent between these words, or the richness of the
blank spaces between each sentence, the uncaptured existence behind the written
words is - the invisible part – serving as a bedrock or counterbalance of my work.
In conclusion, each story or chapter of my dissertation reveals my doing or
practice of incarnational literacy and how this literacy engagement emerged through my

17

life, which I continue to build on, refine, and fine-tune with the hope that others may find
this method useful and relevant in their life and educational pursuit. For me, literacy is
an ongoing, organic and often improvisational engagement. Composing is a form of
becoming flesh. And hopefully it will be evident that I understand literacy as a profound
form of creative engagement as well as an entry point to relate to the cosmos. Relate to
others, relate to ideas, relate to things and objects, relate to reality itself.

FIGURE 1.6. Visualizing incarnational literacy. 3D model and virtual reality mind map
created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image
with added commentary. 30
I believe that literacy is deeply relational. It is a creative field and creative act. I
approach both reading and writing as meaning-making activities; as acts of creating
something new. And hopefully, my dissertation will be received by readers as the
creative outcome or product of my use of incarnational literacy. Even though this thesis
has a beginning and an end, I view this project as an open-ended, continuous, and
18

unfolding process. I plan to continue adding to these stories, continue recording and
sharing my engagements with an incarnational literacy practice. I anticipate new
challenges and new ways of using literacy to navigate life as I enter middle age and
move toward the end of life which will present new obstacles or difficulties to wrestle
with.
I believe we are all called and expected to find or locate ourselves within a field
or discipline. Each of us constructs and lives by a credo or philosophy even if we borrow
it from others. What I seek to articulate and share through these pages is a collage of
my authentic literacy practice. So, I invite you to witness and participate in my journey
through reading and communing with the following stories of transformation.

FIGURE 1.7. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: An Overview. Digital
Collage and Videorecording. 31
Based on the feedback from my dissertation committee, I changed the initial title of my dissertation to
reflect more on salient aspects of my research, such as multimodal literacy, virtual reality, and
autoethnography.
2
Incarnational literacy calls for an aesthetic expression/response. It is achieved through the integrated
practice of creating objects (painting, drawing, collage, digital art, music, dance) and narrative responses
(written, spoken). Merging the visual (nonverbal or non-textual) and written artifacts (verbal and textual)
into a new object/product stands as the outward or perceptible manifestation of the practice of
incarnational literacy. The existential benefits of this practice (personal or communal transformation) are
dependent on the process of creating this aesthetic expression and sharing it with others. Consequently,
incarnational literacy is a distinct form of representation; a fusion of text (in a form of evocative narratives)
and visual creations. Throughout my dissertation each visual components are crafted with a deliberate
goal to present content with an aesthetic dimension. I also refer to this multimodal representation of
inquiry or research as incarnational scholarship.
3
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13382260
1
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Scholars and practitioners of critical literacy (Freire, 1984; Anderson and Irvine, 1993; Vasquez, 2014)
emphasize the existential dimensions of literacy, pointing out that” adopting a stance of critical literacy
can infuse hope and possibility in all aspects of our lives” (McDaniel, 2006, p. 8). However, the central
concern of critical literacy is often linked to issues of power, questioning, disputing, and challenging power
relations and dynamics (Freire, 1984).
5
(Leavy, 2015; Sullivan, 2005; Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2013; Barone & Eisner, 2012;
Jagodzinski & Wallin, 2013)
6
Paulo Freire (1985) stresses the symbiotic connection between literacy acts and living in the world. In an
interview with Language Arts, he said that” reading the word is not only preceded by reading the world,
but also by a certain form of writing it or rewriting it. In other words, of transforming it by means of
conscious practical action. For me, this dynamic movement is central to literacy“ (p. 18). I also resonate
with Freire’s notion of the aesthetic dimensions of education as incarnational literacy similarly stresses the
essential role of art in literacy engagements. In the same interview, Freire said, that ”education is a
certain theory of knowledge put into practice every day, but it is clothed in a certain aesthetic dress. Our
very preoccupation with helping kids shape themselves as beings is an artistic aspect of education. While
being a teacher demands that we be simultaneously a politician, an epistemologist, and an artist, I
recognize that it is not easy to be these three things together“ (p. 17).
7
Instead of a method or theory, I prefer to define incarnational literacy as a way of life. I am encouraged
by Art Bochner’s (2012) bold claim that “in practice, autoethnography is not so much a methodology as a
way of life. It is a way of life that acknowledges contingency, finitude, embeddedness in storied being,
encounters with Otherness, an appraisal of ethical and moral commitments, and a desire to keep a
conversation going” (p. 225). I also like to compare incarnational literacy to a spiritual path and practice
as it denotes a lifelong and daily engagement, an ongoing pursuit that is not dependent on external
circumstances.
8
It is important to note that during COVID-19, as I was working on my dissertation research, my
“traditional” artmaking practice (drawing, collage, mixed media) came to a pause. During this time, as I
engaged with videogames (both 2D and virtual), I realized that these activities were similarly makercentered, artistic engagements. Therefore, I implemented gameplay narratives into my autoethnographic
narratives about incarnation literacy to expand the boundaries of artistic media and demonstrate how
gaming can be approached as a creative, generative activity.
9
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13383594
10
Incarnational literacy calls for manifestation, thus an important aspect of this engagement is the act of
bringing a new artifact into existence. Incarnational literacy is not only a cerebral or inward practice
because it requires creation or making things visible, tangible through embodied acts, such as writing,
artmaking.
11
At the beginning of my graduate studies, Dr. James R. King’s advice to novice graduate students was
“to read until your eyes bleed,” Initially I found this statement disturbing and gruesome. However, in the
context of incarnational literacy, “read until your eyes bleed” can be viewed as kind of stigmata, a
corresponding a visible bodily mark signifying both passion and a bodily transformation. Incarnational
literacy similarly calls for the outward manifestations of one’s literacy engagements, visible signs or
tangible creations, like the portfolio of an artist, but the main emphasis is an overarching transformation of
one’s life.
12
John, 1:14
13
The Hungarian pastor, theologian, and Jungian psychologist, Endre Gyökössy (2016) often used this
term throughout his lectures and writings, emphasizing the need and objective of radical transformation
for followers of Christ. He suggests that the objective of discipleship may even lead to the evolution of a
new ”species” of beings, defined not as ”wise man” but rather ”Christ-like man” or Christ-like being.
14
In Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, the author similarly urges his readers to achieve “the same mindset
as Christ…” This idea of perspective shifting and acting based on this perspective is perhaps the greatest
challenge for practitioners, but Paul doesn’t question the attainability of this objective.
15
In the poem, titled The Rock, Eliot, T. S. (1934) challenges perspectives on knowledge and its role. He
writes: ”All our knowledge brings us near to our ignorance/All our ignorance brings us nearer to death, But
nearness to death, no nearer to God./Where the Life we have lost in living?/Where is the wisdom we have
4
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lost in knowledge?/Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?/The cycles of Heaven in twenty
centuries/Bring us farther from God and nearer to the Dust.”
16
Frankl, V. E. (1962), in his book, Man's search for meaning; an introduction to logotherapy, builds on
Nietzsche’s advice that we all must find a “why” to live (or life) in order to face with challenges and
mobilize the available tools and methods in order to overcome or face with a given difficulty. Also, Frankl
realized that even if we are unable to change a situation or our circumstances, we can still change
ourselves, or the way we face with or interpret an encounter.
17
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics explores the concept of eudaimonia, which is often translated as wellbeing or human flourishing (Aristotle, & Irwin, T. (2019). According to Deci and Ryan (2008),"…well-being
is not so much an outcome or end state as it is a process of fulfilling or realizing one’s daimon or true
nature—that is, of fulfilling one’s virtuous potentials and living as one was inherently intended to live.” (p.
2)
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Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13442901
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If theoretical perspectives represent a vantage point or a ground to stand on, I realize that I am not
necessarily standing on an undivided, exclusive, or firm foundation, nor do I claim to have an
unobstructed view on reality. However, I no longer see this as a problem or even a hindrance, as it feels
somewhat liberating to live with uncertainty and without closure, when it comes to seeking the truth. This
uncertainty also requires a constant move, a continued pursuit or exploration, an openness to new
influences and possibilities. And to use my dominant artistic media, mixed media collage, I approach
theoretical foundations or perspectives as an unfolding collage, which provides a ground to stand on as
well as a vantage point. Both as a seminarian in a religious institution and as a graduate student, I had to
articulate my beliefs and understanding of myself and the world, thus I value this opportunity to share a
snapshot of my ongoing engagement with beliefs and perspective. Graduate school offered numerous
encounters with theoretical perspectives through course work and research projects, but in retrospect it
was more like speed-dating with a focus on basic introductions and understanding the foundational
principles. In addition, most of my engagement with these schools of thoughts remained on an intellectual
level, as I learned about these perspectives, trying to understand their histories, the seminal scholars
related to the tradition, mechanics, tools, beliefs, etc. However, I am just beginning to realize that perhaps
the goal is to live with and through a theory in order to see what they offer and afford as I engage with
inquiry or research. I can still picture myself, leaving campus after attending the philosophies of inquiries
class, with a borrowed copy of James L. Paul’s Introduction to the Philosophies of Research and Criticism
of Education and the Social Sciences. I remember recreating one of the textbook’s charts on a large
drafting paper, summarizing the nine perspectives, as the homework assignments was to situate
ourselves in a tradition. This task of choosing or inhabiting one of these perspectives still feels as an
impossible task. Even today, at the end of my graduate education, what I can only state with certainty is
that I possess a degree of familiarity or resonance with a collection of elements, ideas, or specific tools
coming from the various theoretical foundations. Moreover, in graduate school I mostly encountered and
learned about Western philosophical ideas and consequently, most theoretical perspectives were based
on these Western thoughts, embedded in academia and the social sciences. Perhaps it would simplify
this attempt to articulate my philosophical orientation, if I focused solely on an academic self who does
research within the structures and paradigms of social science or educational research. However,
disregarding or silencing the beliefs and philosophies governing my life outside of academia, feels biased.
I also find it impossible to separate these two selves and operate under a different set of beliefs regarding
ontology, epistemology, methods, and values. Everything I do, within or outside of academia, is directly or
indirectly shaped by my beliefs, so it is important to situate myself and my research on these grounds of
knowing.
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Loy (2019); Renard (2017)
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Gilbert (2011)
22
My exploration of nonduality and nondual teachings began with the discovery of recorded video
lectures, podcasts, and retreats led by Rubert Spira (Spira, 2020-present). His articulation and
transmission to nondual teachings and the “direct path” led to a further investigation of his books (2011;
2016; 2017a; 2017b) and works by other Western teachers and practitioners, such as Jean Klein (2020;
2016), John Levy (2004), Alexander Smit (2008), Philip Renard (2017), Francis Lucille (2019; 2010); Greg
Goode (2012), etc.

21

Lucielle (2010); Spira (2016)
My epistemological alignment with social constructivism is mainly shaped and influenced by Vigotsky
(1929) and Glasserfeld (1987; 1991; 1992; 1995)
25
Analayo (2003), Goode (2012), Maharaj (2012)
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Plato believed in a form of reincarnation and the immortality of the soul that passes through one body
to the next after a person dies. This belief shaped his idea of knowledge acquisition, claiming that true
knowledge comes from the soul/mind. It is important that Plato (1968) doesn't simply saying that all
knowledge can be acquired only through recollection, but true knowledge, understanding our true nature
can be best approached through remembering. Madeleine L'Engle (1980) makes an interesting
connection between Plato's theory and education, suggesting that "[the] chief job of the teacher is to help
us to remember all that we have forgotten (p. 19)."
27
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13442793
28
I began conceptualizing and developing gamer autoethnography in 2018, and in 2020 I presented a
paper at the Doing Autoethnography Conference in St. Petersburg, Florida. The recorded conference
video can be accessed via the following hyperlink: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h_ghvJSNCwk The
transcript of the video is also accessible in the resources section of this dissertation.
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Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h_ghvJSNCwk
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Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hfftnP1zrcE
23
24

22

CHAPTER TWO: ANNUNCIATION
"Existence is beautiful if you let it be. Life is not a question. There does not need to be an
answer." 32
Introduction
I first introduced the concept and foundational ideas of an incarnational literacy
(IL) practice during the 2019 Journal of Language and Literacy Education Conference at
the University of Georgia. The 75-minutes paper session accompanied with a multimedia
presentation offered a valuable opportunity to share and articulate my emerging ideas of
an arts-based literacy engagement with a strong focus on the existential dimensions of
literacy. In my presentation I outlined the possibilities of how an integrated practice of
reading, writing, and artmaking can lead to human transformation. Through the following
autoethnographic story, I invite readers to witness how the larger context of an academic
conference, beginning with the writing of the proposal, the crafting of the presentation,
and the presentation of my ideas during a live session became instrumental in
synthetizing my vision for an incarnational literacy engagement.
I open and close this story with vignettes about playing the videogame, No Man’s
Sky. 33 Since videogames played a significant role during the Covid-19 pandemic, I use
my engagement with videogames as a framing device and connective tissue between
each story, revealing how a particular game provided a portal during the pandemic to
access, explore, and process past events relevant to my engagement with incarnational
literacy. These gaming narratives at the beginning and end of each story also highlight
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how playing games during COVID-19 became creative and generative activities aiding
my process of recollection and synthesis of past events.

FIGURE 2.1. Playing No Man’s Sky: A Metaphor for Literacy During Covid-19. Digital
Collage and Multimedia Video Montage. Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 34
Thus, in each story, the opening portion of the gaming narrative serves as an
entry point into a past event, while the second part highlights my introspective gameplay,
revealing how my immersion into the game world assists and reinforces my process of
synthetizing or making sense of the past and the written story based on a particular
memory. 35
The title of this story, Annunciation, hints the sharing of an important statement
and the act of informing others about a significant event or idea. However, my choice of
this word also rooted in the annunciation story from the New Testament, marking the
incarnation of Christ as the Archangel Gabriel announces to Mary that she will become
the mother of Jesus 36. Thus, the primary function of my story is annunciation, marking
the beginnings or the genesis story of incarnational literacy.
During the crafting of the story, I relied on the original manuscripts I used for the
conference proposal and the transcribed version of my talk I gave at the conference. In
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addition, I also incorporate the written descriptions of the visuals from the multimedia
video which accompanied my talk during the conference session.

FIGURE 2.2. Conceptualizing the dissertation chapter Annunciation. 3D model and
virtual reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to
access a large-scale image with added commentary. 37
I also made a conscious, authorial decision to revise certain parts of my original
conference proposal and presentation, because the objective of this story is not to
faithfully describe and mirror my initial ideas word for word but rather to present a
revised, updated story with a clear and more refined articulation of the origins of
incarnational literacy. These revisions are rooted in the immediate feedback from the
audience, and the ongoing conversations with peers and mentors, as well as my
continued engagement of the development and conceptualization of incarnational
literacy.
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FIGURE 2.3. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: Annunciation. Digital
Collage and Videorecording. 38

Playing No Man’s Sky (Summer, 2021)

FIGURE 2.4. Playing No Man’s Sky: The aesthetics of gameplay. Digital Collage and
Multimedia Video Montage. Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 39
The pulse drive of my spaceship automatically disengages as I reach the
proximity of the space station. I switch to manual flight controls and steady my ship. I
notice the large insignia on the side of the station, signifying that I am in a Korvax
system. As I maneuver toward the large opening of the station, I watch as other
spaceships exit the station, speeding toward the unknown. I wonder if any of those ships
belong to other players like me, exploring this seemingly endless open world, or if they
are generated by the game to create an illusion that I am not alone in this vast virtual
world. As soon as the station’s tractor beam gets ahold of my spaceship, I release the
26

thumb stick and place the controller next to my keyboard. I stretch out my hands and
move my fingers, exercising them from prolonged use over the last few hours spent
maneuvering the treacherous landscape of an alien planet, fighting sentinels, mining
minerals, and scanning, classifying the native flora, fauna, and minerals. But as I glance
the pulsating RGB lights emanating from my controller, like the artificial heart of a
cyborg, I am suddenly overwhelmed by the realization how this object in my hand allows
me to fully engage with the game world. All my actions are mediated through this device
and without the controller I couldn’t function or even access this world. I reach for my
game diary and scribble down the following words:
playing NMS = living and functioning in an infinite world... the game controller =
literacy and the foundation for freedom + learning + exploration. What is “THE
HEART” of my experience? What moves me through this world?
I put down my pencil and I notice my relaxed breathing. There is a strange
sensation of a sudden inner peace as the AI initiates the landing sequence and places
my ship on an empty, illuminated landing pad toward the back of the station. I remain in
the cockpit, flooded with emotions. I can’t attach words to the sensation as it
encompasses more than one feeling, and I am even having trouble determining if it’s
pleasant or unpleasant. I stare at the virtual environment from my dome-shaped glass
cockpit, observing the unfolding commotion. Ships coming in and out, representatives of
three alien races crowding in front of the trading terminal, selling goods, while a scrap
dealer looks toward my direction, hoping that I may offer some tainted metal for the
contraband items they are selling. It seems as if everyone around me has a purpose or
mission to complete.
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I know all these characters are governed by artificial intelligence. Nevertheless,
there is a sense of belonging and familiarity, and I wonder how my prolonged
engagement with this game is changing me. I pick up my controller and press a button to
exit my ship. Instead of walking up the stairs, I use my jetpack to fly up from the landing
pad to the bridge, showing off my precise and sophisticated maneuvering skills, landing
between two Gek traders as they walk toward the booth of the cartographer. But I cannot
stop thinking of the controller in my hand of which I am mostly unaware during game
play. The gamepad or controller “melts” into my body and becomes part of my hand. I
am not conscious of this plastic object, nor do I register how I am maneuvering the
thumb stick, while gently pressing another button to move seamlessly through this
crowded space. Even as I land on the bridge, it feels as if I am identical with my avatar,
walking up to the trading terminal in his trendy spacesuit. I am not aware of using my
hand to fly, walk, or turn around. I embrace and celebrate this total control and fluency
when it comes to navigating this world; yet, if someone asked me to list the actual
controller bindings or the buttons I am pressing, I wouldn’t know.
After selling a few unnecessary minerals and an ancient skeleton I dug up at a
nearby planet, I enter a conversation with a Vykeen warrior. My 400 plus hours spent in
the game helped me to master three alien languages, so when this warrior creature
addresses me, I understand each word, without the need to use my Artemis Translator.
This experience fills me with a sense of joy, a sense of accomplishment. And this is the
moment when I realize that this game is just as much about literacy as exploring a
seemingly infinite virtual universe. Suddenly, a memory from my first graduate course at
USF surfaces with vivid details. It’s Dr. Schneider’s advanced graduate seminar and she
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is introducing us the work of Paulo Freire. Her voice carrying the statement, reading the
world and reading the word echoes in my memory, and as I glance at this virtual creature
and the surrounding environment, realizing that Freire’s words are my lived experience.
The reason for feeling at home and at ease in this strange land comes from the act of
reading it and reading it well to the extent that I feel alive and real in this gameworld. 40 I
reach for my game diary and write:
Reading the world... Jenifer...Freire... Advanced Graduate Seminar – JoLLE
proposal 2021 - Playing No Man’s Sky: A Metaphor for Literacy during Covid-19.

FIGURE 2.5. Navigating the world of No Man’s Sky: Arriving at a space station. The
embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added
commentary. Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 41
There is an in-game notification that a new quest awaits, so I head back to my
ship and leave the station. My HUD indicates that the mission is in another star system,
so I pull up the galaxy map menu to locate it by searching for a specific icon strategically
placed within the map. But I feel distracted. I keep glancing at the page of my game diary
on my desk with the hastily scribbled capital letters JoLLE, while my screen is filled with
thousands of stars in a 3D map of an artificial galaxy. I should take a break; I say to
29

myself. Now that I have an idea for this year’s JoLLE conference, perhaps I should start
working on it. I close the galaxy map and for a moment I stare toward a distant planet in
my path. It has a bluish tint, which I don’t see very often. I use my spaceship’s powerful
thrusters to align my ship with the planet, and I initiate a planetary scan. My display
indicates that it’s a paradise planet. A rare find, and for me it’s a first one. I initiate my
pulse drive to reach the planet. I watch everything turning into a light spectacle due to
the immense speed. It still takes a few minutes to get close enough to the planet to enter
the atmosphere. When my pulse drive automatically disengages due to the proximity of
the planet, I marvel at its beauty from an orbital distance. I can see oceans and
landmasses, covered with plants. I immediately know that I will create a new base, a new
home there.

FIGURE 2.6. Navigating the world of No Man’s Sky: Surveying the planet, Emerald
Narnia. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with
added commentary. Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 42
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As I fly through the thick cloud layer on my way toward the surface, I keep looking
away from the screen to my game diary. The word, JoLLE like a magical incantation or
spell opens the floodgates of old memories, traveling to UGA in a van with my fellow
graduate students, visiting the breweries, attending sessions, and presenting.
Suddenly, I realize that it all started with JoLLE. My dissertation started to take
form at JoLLE a couple years ago. As my ship breaks through the cloud last layer, I am
moved by the planet’s beauty with its blue oceans and green mountains. I am fully
immersed in the game-world, unaware of my musty basement even though the location
of my body hasn’t changed. Is it possible that I am existing in more than one plane while
immersed in play and interacting with the game-world? I decrease the speed of my ship
and land on a sandy beach in a relatively small island. As soon as I exit the cockpit, I get
an automated message that I am the first player to discover this planet. I place a base
computer on the ground, the first step to create my virtual home. But I cannot focus on
this beautiful world as competing memories from real life are pulling me into a different
direction, asking me to use another “controller” to tell and move through a story.
“It all started with JoLLE,” I say out loud. If there is a genesis story for my
dissertation, it is the 2019 JoLLE conference. As this videogame offers this planet for me
to build a home, it was at a JoLLE conference where I first laid down the foundations of a
literacy practice – incarnational literacy. I take one more look at my newly discovered
planet and use its beautiful scenery as a portal to aid my active remembering. But I can’t
help delaying my exit, so I reach for my in-game camera to take a series of photos.
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For a while, I just sit in front of the screen with eyes closed, my hands resting on
the keyboard. It feels effortless, even joyful to recall and reconstruct the events, leading
up the 2019 JoLLE Conference. Through imagination and remembering, I try to reexperience and retell the genesis or origin story of incarnational literacy. Those events
leading up to the conference are rooted here, in this very place. I was sitting right here,
on the same chair, at the same table, nearly two years ago. I still remember that
disorienting electronic chime signaling a calendar notification, popping up on my screen,
stating the approaching submission deadline for the conference proposal. Just now,
when my eyes, I realize that the monitor has entered mode. I see myself staring from the
glass surface of the dark screen. I try picturing my younger self, two years ago, in a
similar position, staring at a brightly lit computer screen, fingers resting on the keyboard
with a worried look on my face. The memories came flooding back.

FIGURE 2.7. Navigating the world of No Man’s Sky: Contemplating. The embedded
hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary.
Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 43
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As an artist/maker, I often treat the stories of my past as raw materials. I revisit old
memories to construct a new reality. Re-entering the past through memory work and
contemplative writing offers a creative space and refuge, where imagination, active
remembering, and the desire to find/construct meaning drives my literacy engagements
and creative processes. I am also aware of the fact that my past only exists in the
present. The retelling of past events in writing manifest as a story. Though I aim for an
objective reconstruction of what or how things happened., it is a reconstructed story.
However, what I am creating and presenting below is not a historical record, but an
aesthetic object, combining an autoethnographic narrative with visuals to help my
readers/audience witness how ideas and concepts related to an incarnational literacy
emerged from my lived experiences.
Crafting The Conference Proposal (Fall, 2018)
As I re-read the draft of my emerging conference proposal, it feels more like a
credo or arts poetica than a scholarly document. I can only hope that the tone and
content of my proposal will not result in a rejection. Regardless of the outcome, the
process of working on this document has been instrumental in playing with my ideas and
to give them a relatable and concrete form through written language. I embrace and
celebrate the limitations of the set wordcount and the requirements to state my purpose,
methods, relevance to the field, and how I intend to engage my audience with this
project. It is remarkable how writing within these strictures allows me to turn formless
and constantly fluctuating thoughts and feelings into content that is visible,
comprehensible, relatable, but also fixed. Each sentence of this proposal has the power
to give rise to new possibilities of exchange between my ideas on a page and the reader
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or reviewer of these words. Though, I still wonder what is lost when I translate fluid
thoughts and ideas into a fixed text on the page. I am also aware of the ripple effect and
a potential genesis through crafting this proposal, knowing that as soon as I press the
submit button and share this document, it will set into motion new, possible futures that
may include traveling to a conference and voicing these ideas to connect with others – or
the agony of reading a rejection letter.
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I open a new browser window on my screen with the detailed call for the
conference proposal. I need to ensure that I build on the theme of breaking down walls
and barriers and crossing boundaries, I say to myself, as I highlight the theme with a
click of the mouse.
For me, I write, stepping out of my comfort zone and crossing boundaries requires
more than passion and motivation. Breaking down walls require more than an
educated stance or expressed opinions through classroom lectures or scholarly
publications. Breaking down barriers that separate, alienates, and deprives us,
often calls for radical, embodied actions. How does education, or applied, lived
literacy contribute to the breaking down of such walls? 45

I wonder if I should keep this question as the closing statement of the proposal. It
suggests that I am still searching, inquiring, and not offering answers or solutions. But
this question also reveals my reliance on others and the need to engage with others in
my search for answers and transformation. This has been a recurring desire for me. A
deep longing to wake-up and to find my place with a sense of fulfilment and purpose
within the academy. What is feeding and amplifying these desires as I wrestle with this
task of proposal writing? Is it possible to embrace life instead of running away from it or
only seeing its absurdities and its trajectory toward decay and the grief of gradually
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losing everything and everybody? Can my engagement and pursuit of literacy or my
vocation as an educator lead to such fulfillment? I feel overwhelmed by these lingering,
existential questions, so I direct my attention back to the screen as I only have a few
more minutes before the submission deadline expires. Disregarding my feelings of
uncertainty, I add the following statement to the session description entry, hoping that a
more assertive tone might show at least to the reviewers that I have a stance even
though the ground is shifting. But nevertheless, I type:
I understand education as an engaged and embodied process of human
transformation. It is a key for actualizing a eudemonic, meaningful existence. It is
also, a place in which personal and interpersonal growth, the cultivation of the
ability to change/adapt is enabled and encouraged through literacy.
I appreciate this opportunity to synthetize and summarize my ideas through a
delimited number of words. And this is the first time to articulate my experimenting as a
graduate student in literacy studies. The words suddenly flow effortlessly as I add a new
section to introduce the purpose of my session.
I am developing a methodological tool, merging elements of a maker-centered
literacy (aesthetic or creative interactions with multimodal texts) with the
processes of introspective, and evocative autoethnography. Thus, I seek to
demonstrate how personal transformation and self-actualization take place
through the adaptation of this method both as a learning modality and research
method.

I glance at the top of the document and re-read the title of my proposed session:
Reading/Writing Myself into Existence: Laying the Foundations for an Incarnational,
Existential Literacy. I realize I haven’t mentioned or explained this esoteric word,
incarnation. Should I just omit it? It is clearly a religious term, with a strong connection to
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Christianity and Christian theology and I worry that it may be scrutinized or
misinterpreted, especially in a secular, academic environment. How should I introduce
this concept without sounding overly religious? I am also a bit hesitant to write about my
former years of studying and embracing religion as I fear that the mentioning of religious
ideas, practices, or concepts might be dismissed or labeled as esoteric, or outside of the
realm of serious and science driven scholarship. However, I am not sure if I can replace
or omit this idea or reflect on it without mentioning the topic of religion, so I write:
As a former religious scholar, I am interested in the idea of incarnation or radical
embodiment. How can I incarnate (or radically embody) and translate the acquired
or accumulated knowledge of my education into an activist life, an awakened life?

Even though my religious convictions and spiritual orientation has changed
drastically since I graduated from seminary, I still believe that religious practices can
offer new perspectives or resources for various disciplines. I decide to expand to this
section of the proposal by adding:
Religious teachings or the community of religious practitioners often imbue text
with a dimension of sacredness that evokes new modes of interactions and
engagement with stories (text). 46 Moreover, religious practices demonstrate
unique ways to give texts new meaning by transforming narratives into rituals,
rites of passage, music, dance, performance, architecture, etc. 47 Religious
practices often approach reading and studying their sacred text or canon as a
necessary component to pursue fulfillment and cultivate a relationship with the
divine; thus, sacred engagements with text often call for deep(er), close(er)
reading, which must result in compassionate action. For example, practitioners of
the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) often state that their
sacred writings are the living word with a divine origin. Perhaps, the attribution of
life to text is the reason why these religions developed a variety of meaningful
rituals and other religious practices. For example, the origin of the Christian
baptism or the Jewish Passover Seder are stories that later became powerful
rituals by offering a transformative multimodal experience through innovative
adaptations of the text. 48
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I slowly scroll to the bottom of the page to submit my proposal; however, I realize
that I forgot to address the section about participant engagement. Since the midnight
deadline is approaching, I quickly compose a brief entry, proposing possibilities of
potential engagements.
Embodying text through one’s full existence is an authentic and powerful way to
connect, communicate or commune with others and the world. For me it is an
essential educational goal. Through the practice of Incarnational Literacy, I
propose a wide variety of unique tools and techniques to deepen and widen the
horizon of literacy education. For example, I plan to introduce and build on the
close reading techniques featured in the popular podcast, Harry Potter and the
Sacred Text. 49 I will also highlight through examples how I practice Incarnational
Literacy at the university as well as in my studio offering new tools and
possibilities for becoming more resilient when it comes to border-crossing and
breaking down walls.

With a sense of relief and accomplishment, I press the submit button and turn off
my computer.
Presenting At JoLLE (February 2019)
I anxiously scan the large but deserted auditorium feeling both relieved and
disappointed. It is the last day of a poorly attended conference due to a recent
snowstorm, and I wonder if anyone will show up. I still have 15 minutes before my
session starts so I flip through the conference program, to make sure I am in the right
room. When I find my name and session title, I sink into my default mode of self-doubt
and wonder if my session is relevant or interesting enough for others to invest their time
and participation. I continue obsessing about my session title, regretting the use of the
word, incarnation. As the minutes pass without any new arrivals to the room, I decide
that my title is too esoteric, confusing, and even pretentious; ‘Reading/Writing Myself into
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Existence: Laying the Foundations for an Incarnational, Existential Literacy.’ To
ameliorate my growing stage fright, I decide to test the microphone. I read aloud the
brief, intro statement about my presentation from the conference program.
Literacy is an ongoing practice of being in the world. I am called upon to skillfully
read the world, to create meanings, viable connections, to achieve a sense of
fulfillment or a good life. Through this presentation, I narrate the existential
transformation engendered by a synergistic practice of reading, writing, and art
making. Merging elements of a maker-centered literacy with autoethnography, I
explore human transformation and self-understanding through a purposeful
orientation toward a desire for radical embodiment (incarnation).

Reciting these familiar sentences offers some relief from the growing anxiety
about presenting and I wonder how these words without my voice in this printed program
are received by others. Could I have summarized my presentation in a better way? Does
it make any sense? Will anyone resonate with this to a degree that they want to attend
my session? Why do I desire an audience? Under the summary statement, the keywords
for this presentation are listed as
literacy, embodiment, transformative education, existential literacy, and incarnation
These words are like seeds, or the origins of this presentation and I remember
how I began writing this proposal by jotting down a few dozen words and for a few hours
I went back and forth to narrow a long list of possible candidates to five words only. Now,
I wonder if I should have used autoethnography and artmaking instead of embodiment
and incarnation, but it’s too late to make a change. Nevertheless, I enjoyed working on
this proposal since JoLLE is among my favorite conferences to attend. And now, after
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many years of coming to UGA every February, it feels like an annual pilgrimage that
rewards me with experiences and memories I will continue to treasure.
I turn on the projector and search my computer for the video file I will play during
my presentation (Figure 2.8). A few people enter the room. I glance up from my laptop,
and I am grateful to see the familiar faces of my fellow graduate students from USF and
my dissertation chair, Dr. Schneider.

FIGURE 2.8. Reading/Writing Myself into Existence. Digital Collage and Multimedia
Video Montage of my 2019 Presentation at JoLLE. 50
When the conference organizer, Dr. Peter Smagorinsky enters the room and
takes a seat at the front of the auditorium my anxiety deepens. Even my inner voice
trembles as I try to rehearse my introduction, which foolishly I did not write down. I switch
on the microphone with my shaking hand, and turn to the session organizer and ask with
a trembling voice, “Is this on? Can you hear me?” I become overly self-conscious about
the strange echo generated by the large room. I notice how my voice, marked by accent
and amplification breaks free from my lips, intimidated by the space and the audience
and returning to my ears as a stranger, like it’s someone else’s voice. When session
organizer signals with a smile and a thumbs-up, I step closer to the microphone and say:
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Hello, everyone. My name is Csaba Osvath. I am from the University of South
Florida. This is my third conference here at JoLLE.
I pause to take a deep breath after surviving this improvised introduction and turn
to my transcript.
When I look back and recall my previous presentations here at JoLLE, the
reoccurring themes are artmaking and embodied practices in literacy. During the
past few years, I have been experimenting with a structured, ritualistic practice of
storytelling/writing/reading and art making, probing the question of what it means
for me, as an individual to be "doing" literacy or to live with and live through
literacy. What does literacy mean for me, and how I engage with it in the context
of my life, as an artist, organic grower, researcher, and religious scholar? Simply
put, what is my practice or “doing” literacy and how do my life events, roles, and
encounters shape or alter these practices and engagements? 51
With a click of the mouse, I activate a new window on my laptop next to me to
access a video file, but before starting the video, I turn to the audience and explain:
I created a background video, a visually rich aesthetic layer to highlight my
message, so I apologize in advance that I will be reading this transcript word for
word, but this is the only way I can be in sync with the video and make sure that
my words correspond with the content in the video, unfolding on the screen while I
speak. 52
I click the triangle shaped play button on the video player on my screen and wait
for a moment as an image of Maurice Sendak appears on the screen. As his black and
white portrait fades into a page from his picturebook, Where the Wild Things Are, I began
slowly reading my transcript.
I’d like to start with a story from Maurice Sendak. One day he received a letter
from a young boy, named Jim. He loved Jim’s letter and his drawings so much
that he also sent back a message with his original drawing of a wild thing. A few
weeks later he received a reply from Jim’s mother in which she wrote: Dear, Mr.
Sendak, Thank you for your letter and the original drawing. Jim couldn’t be
happier. He saw it, he loved it, he ate it.” 53
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I pause for a moment as the words float into the screen, “He saw it, he loved it, he
ate it,” and I am glad to hear some laugher from the audience. I take a deep breath and
continue reading:
Then Sendak tells that it was the highest compliment he had ever received. The
boy did not care that it was an original Maurice Sendak drawing probably worth
thousands of dollars. “He saw it, he loved it, he ate it.”
I turn toward the screen and wait for a photo of me as a young boy to appear. I
point toward the image of my younger self and say,
Jim in the story represents me and the kind of love I want to ignite for literacy, and
I believe we are all here at this conference because we deeply care or deeply
passionate about some aspects of literacy.
My childhood photo dissolves into a set of statistical graphs, and I continue.
Why did we choose this field to pursue or this academic discipline to master? How
did we end up in graduate programs in literacy study or why many of you are
committed to teach literacy skills in schools in an underpaid profession? Didn’t we
look at the infographics of the most in-demand college majors or the most
lucrative ones? Did we apply close reading skills when researching our future
profession? And as you can see on this graph, literacy as a field of study and
academic domain did not make those lists. So, what’s wrong with us? Or perhaps
the better question, what is right with us?
I wait for the infographics to fade into a black screen as my next prompt to read
the next paragraph from my transcript. I place my left hand on my chest unconsciously
and continue reading.
Six years ago, my life was in turmoil. The constant anxiety and stress about
financial uncertainties were wearing on me. I already had two masters’ degrees, in
religion and philosophy, one from Europe and another from the U.S., as well as a
doctoral degree in arts and theology. And like Jim in Sendak’s story, I probably did
not think about the economic value of my studies and intellectual pursuits before
entering those fields. I was driven by an intellectual hunger and love for these
fields, however getting a job with these degrees was a whole other story.
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The black screen slowly comes alive featuring Max’s room in Sendak’s
picturebook, zooming in on the window, until slowly the yellow disk of the moon fills the
entire screen, adding light to the darkened auditorium.
My supervisor at the community college, where I worked as an adjunct, teaching
Introduction to World Religions, one day told me that without a research Ph.D.
from a reputable institution and program, I was destined to a lifelong struggle if I
wanted to stay in academia.
"And forget religion and philosophy," he said. "Those subjects will be irrelevant in
a few years."
Her predictions scared me. I had no idea what to pursue or if I wanted to go back
to school. I loved philosophy and I was intrigued by religion…
Then she added, "Why don’t you check out USF’s education department. I heard
good things." And I did. A friend of mine who worked at USF suggested that I
apply to the literacy program. 54
A word cloud I generated about literacy appears on the screen revealing words in
various sizes arranged in a cloud-shape. I pause for a few seconds, as the animated
video magnifies the word cloud, so my audience can get a closer look of the smaller
printed words, words such as life, world, and meaning. I look up from the script, recalling
my conversation with my friend who worked at USF and suggested that I apply for the
literacy studies program.
But during that initial conversion, the first question I asked my friend was, "What’s
literacy? Why do you think it’s a good fit for me?" Of course, I knew the word, but
in Hungary, literacy is not a discipline. Literacy is embedded in other fields of
studies, and its focus is mainly on early childhood education, teaching students
how to read and write. But my friend kept insisting that I at least talk to the faculty
and then decide if it’s a good fit. So, I arranged a meeting which turned into an
informal interview. And during this meeting I explained that I had no background in
literacy education, so I talked about my background as an organic farmer, artist,
and theologian.
And, to tell you the truth, I was longing to find a tribe, an academic home, a
change that might offset the uncertainty and instability I was facing as an adjunct
faculty member at the community college. I was open to anything. And I will never
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forget one salient statement during this interview from my now major professor,
who listened to my stories intently and after a long pause, said, "Literacy is
connected to everything we do, and if you decide to pursue literacy studies, you
can make it into anything.” Receiving this comment was like the original Sendak’s
drawing mailed to Jim. I heard it. I loved it. I ate it. I felt as if a new vista opened
for me to discover, and I was intrigued by the possibilities. So, I did apply to the
literacy program, and I am still there. But not because I suddenly had an epiphany
that literacy education was my new calling or if I realized that this is the most
important academic pursuit. To be honest, I stayed because of the people I met
during the interview. And some people may say that to decide what to study
based on the teacher is a foolish approach. 55
A black and white photo appears on the screen. One of my favorite pictures, it
captures a conference session with my mentor, Dr. Arthur Bochner at the International
Congress of Qualitative Inquiry (ICQI) conference. We sit, facing each other, both of us
smiling as we engage in a deep conversation. Looking at the image brings back
memories of all the amazing people and encounters I have had since I entered graduate
school. My voice carries a tone of joy as I continue.
Once I heard a professor talking to a student who was unsure about finding the
right major. She said to the student, "Find the best teachers, whose life and
pedagogy are authentic, those who will challenge and inspire you. Take whatever
courses they offer, and don’t worry about the major." Find the best teachers and
learn from them. And I suppose at the end of life we may still remember these
people. We may not remember much of the content of their lectures, but perhaps
by then, we will have figured out that it was their presence in our life that offered
the best teaching and impact. 56
I look up from my transcript and I search for fellow graduate students in the
audience to address them directly.
When you find these teachers, they often give you a safe space to experiment to
find your own questions and own voice. And for me, the essential questions
were… 57

43

I wait for the questions to appear superimposed over the photo of my conference
session with Dr. Bochner, and I slightly raise the volume of my voice to emphasize two
words.
What do I want to do with literacy? What can I create from and through literacy? 58

I pause as the image and the questions slowly fade away, and I add,
These are the question that prompted this idea for an incarnational literacy or
doing, pursuing literacy as the source or the means to live a good, fulfilled life.
And for me as a middle-aged adult, this is important. How do I want to embody
literacy to live well? How can I use literacy to better serve others, and contribute
to the well-being of those I encounter? 59
The next image on the screen features an evening walk my wife captured a few
months ago on Anna Maria Island. I am walking along the beach with my professors, Dr.
Ellis and Dr. Bochner, engaged in a passionate conversation. The image fades into a
black and white photo of an aged, wrinkled hand, held by a young person, perhaps a
nurse or a caregiver.
As a minister I work with dying people and I often encounter these profound last
moments of life when everything else is stripped away, and only a few questions
remain. And these are what I often hear during those last moments of physical
existence. 60
I wait for the questions appear on the screen, and I read them slowly.
Did I learn to live well - freely, honestly, authentically? And maybe even more
fundamentally than that, people tend to ask: Did I love well? During these sacred
moments I feel as if all the other things that one does in life have a certain
measure of importance. But what it really comes down, is this question about love.
Have I loved well? 61
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I pause for a moment as I sense some discomfort in my audience. Indeed, we
rarely talk about love and dying in most academic gatherings, so I try to reassure the
validity of these feelings by adding,
I understand that none of this sounds academic or scholarly. But I believe these
are profound existential questions, and we cannot afford to ignoring them,
exploring them, discussing, and wrestling with them within educational institutions.
And if my major professor was right during my interview when she said that
literacy is everything, then it is possible that a person can pursue and use literacy
to lead a good life and to learn to use what literacy can offer even when it comes
to the relational aspects of our lives such as how to love or care for others. I
genuinely believe that this pursuit of literacy has an economic and societal value
as well. 62
I turn my gaze toward the screen where an image from my studio appears,
featuring some of my latest mosaic art. When the word epiphany appears over the
image, I turn toward the audience and say,
So, at one point during my graduate studies, I had this epiphany. I can perhaps
create a new field or a movement in literacy that aims to fulfill existential needs.
And I realized that the essential components of literacy practices or engagements
- such as reading and writing, observing and creating, interacting and resonating;
meaning making and discoveries of meaning are powerful tools and actions that
could serve all aspects of life, including the more personal and intimate
dimensions, focusing on life itself.
As literacy scholars or students pursuing literacy, there is something we all share.
I believe we deeply value the power of language as we mindfully cultivate a deep
and powerful relationships with words, text, stories, images, and language. In a
way we approach language with reverence, understanding its powers, limitations
and potentials. Or to put in another way, as literacy scholars we embody our love
for language and how our engagement with language through reading and writing,
as well as how our ongoing pursuit of literacy shapes and influences all aspects of
our lives.
But as individuals, we also have very different lives, and we differ in the ways we
understand and relate to the world and others. As an individual I am also seeking
to make sense of my own journey as a student of literacy studies. I find it
necessary to articulate and share my own, distinct way of understanding and
using language, or how I embody literacy in the life I pursue. This is where the
idea of incarnation emerges. 63
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On the screen the image of my artwork and the superimposed text, epiphany
fades into a white background and a vibrant picture of a Greek Orthodox icon featuring
the nativity with the newborn but adult-like Christ child surrounded by his parents and
other figures.
There is this profound religious concept, called incarnation. The Latin word
incarnatio simply means, becoming flesh. But incarnation is not really a synonym
for embodiment, and this is one of the reasons I want to distinguish incarnational
literacy from the research and practices of embodied literacies. Yes, incarnation is
a form of embodiment, but it has attributes and nuances not found or addressed in
the research related to embodiment within the context of literacy studies.
Incarnation, especially in a religious context denotes a radical embodiment that
will affect or alter all aspects of life and relating to the world. Incarnation is also
rooted in rituals and communal practices, embracing the concept of sacredness
and transcendence.
For example, in the New Testament, the Gospel of John begins with a powerful
passage that the word or logos became flesh and dwelt among the people. In
Christianity, it is Jesus of Nazareth who (to use the analogy of language)
translates God into both a human language and a physical form, making God into
lived reality or incarnate presence.
But what is more interesting to me is the idea that the purpose of discipleship in
the Christian church is to become or emulate the qualities of Christ through a
similar process of incarnation. Simply put a believer or practitioner engages with
stories, the written accounts of Jesus, and the objective of his or her religious life
is ultimately to transform the words or written stories into existence. The apostle
Paul summarized this achievement or goal by writing to the congregation in
Galatia that, ‘it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.’ This is quite
intriguing; this possibility of human transformation or evolution through which a
person can transcend or move beyond the limits of being a human. Thus,
encountering a Christian would means to encounter Christ. Or to use another
religion, one meets the Buddha when encountering the Buddha’s followers. And
the maxim, "if you see the Buddha on the road, kill him,” stresses the incarnational
idea that Buddha is never outside of a person or it’s never an external entity. What
this means is that the Buddha or the archetype of an awakened being is the
ground of existence. What is hard is to recognize this and live accordingly. 64
I sense an air of discomfort from my audience or perhaps it is my own insecurity.
Talking about religion or religious ideas at a secular conference can make some people
uncomfortable, so I am relieved when the iconography of the nativity scene morphs into
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a picture of me in my studio holding up one of my artworks in progress, smiling and
radiating a sense of fulfillment. I need to shift the focus from religion and explain that the
way I use incarnation in the context of literacy doesn’t require people to engage with a
religious practice.
Again, I want to emphasize that my focus here is not religion or a particular
religious belief, rather, I am trying to highlight how a rich concept, such as
incarnation, coming from the domain of theology could be adopted and used in a
secular context. For me the key questions are: 65
I wait for a moment before the questions appear on the screen and continue.
How do I incarnate words, ideas? How do we incarnate or radically embody what
we encountered here at JoLLE? In what ways will the ideas, revelations, and
experiences of this conference become part of our existence and be translated
into actions? 66
I pause to let the audience reflect on these questions and after a few seconds I
resume my talk.
What I am stressing here through these questions is the depth or quality of
transformation resulting from our engagement with literacy practices. We engage,
encounter, and create ideas through reading and writing, and I am searching for a
method that can maximize this engagement. As a graduate student of literacy
with a background in theology and pastoral work, perhaps it is understandable
that I am invested in the possibility of human transformation or how I may develop
and cultivate an exemplary existence through which I can best serve and care for
others. Because for me, seminary education was ultimately a training to serve a
community and assist people throughout their lives, including the most difficult
moments, such as dying. Within those contexts, reading the sacred scriptures
deeply and mindfully was instrumental to emulate or embody the archetype of a
benevolent and loving being who promises the possibility of transcending
suffering and even death. But to incarnate the qualities or the archetype of Jesus,
I had to reshape my attitudes and behaviors based on the act of discipleship.
The objective was not simply to know and have the skills to communicate the
scriptures or quote appropriate passages from the Bible, rather I needed to
become the scripture itself, or to go even further I aimed to embody the divine
being who inspired the scriptures. Therefore, I use the concept incarnation,
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deliberately, because it denotes a radical transformation through which narratives,
or a powerful idea expressed through language becomes flesh or a lived reality.
The change starts with literacy, the engagement with the process of meaningmaking that through listening, reading, or writing. 67
The image of the word cloud returns to the screen and the zooming effect slowly
guides the viewers’ eyes toward the middle of the composition, where the word, literacy
becomes prominent and fills the screen.
I want to re-emphasize my belief that one’s engagement or practice of literacy can
change lives beyond the individual. At this conference we can probably all testify
how our reading or writing lives led to significant changes or how we transformed
through reading and writing. We treasure stories in which people reveal the major
shifts, epiphanies, and discoveries in their lives because of their engagement with
literacy. But to be honest, I am also becoming skeptical about these potential
benefits of literacy, especially when reflect with honesty on my own reading and
writing life. Maybe it’s context dependent, but lately when it comes to my reading
or writing I realize that change and transformation rarely happen or if it happens,
the shift in my thinking, behaviors, and attitudes will not stick or remain
permanent. We tell our students that reading books or writing stories can change
their lives, but what I am discovering that the change is not automatic; it's not a
given achievement.
Or perhaps our business should not be about changing and transforming lives
through literacy. Maybe our focus should be geared toward fluency and efficiency
and mastering skills. Indeed, when I read the job descriptions for literacy, they
tend to emphasize skill development, language acquisition, intervention, and
assessment. But why not conceptualize literacy as the most essential life skill?
Why not make literacy departments the most vital and revered places in
academia? The sacred grounds where students can change and transform.
Think of little Jim who ate the drawing. He goes beyond traditional literacies of
interacting with the text. Jim is offering a new way of resonance. It's symbolic.
There is this love that makes what's on the paper desirable like pancakes. I love
this.
And this is the kind of love I want to witness in my students as well as in my own
approach to books, reading and writing. 68
On the screen the word cloud fades into an image of a violin, prompting me to
share a story.
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There was a famous violin teacher, a former virtuoso who was also among the
best violin teachers in his country. However, he only took on a few selected
students every year. But his method of selection was rather unconventional
because he did not always pick the best or most talented students. At the end of
his life, he revealed that he didn’t select new students solely based on their skills
or years of practice. He chose students based on how they took out the violin from
the case. He said that for him this was the most important component of
becoming a great musician. The love and affection toward the instrument. And
perhaps this story is anecdotal, but it places an emphasis on the quality of love
and care toward an instrument. And if literacy is a symbolic instrument, then it’s
not a negligible to examine or reflect on our own attitudes toward this instrument.
Again, there is no question that literacy can be mastered without deep love. It can
be approached as a profession, a job that one does without visible affection
toward it, but what I am interested is the difference love toward literacy makes and
how to cultivate or deepen this love. 69
I wait until the image of the violin turns into one of my book selfies, holding a
picturebook with tenderness and a smile on my face. I remember using this image in my
children’s literature classroom as an example, encouraging my students to take similar
pictures or book selfies with every book they read. It also brings back vivid memories of
those times when I tried to pay attention to my students’ quality of love toward books and
teaching young children.
So, every year, usually during the first day of class, I bring a large box of
picturebooks to my children’s literature class, and I ask students to walk up to the
box and take out a book they like, open it randomly and just read a passage or a
few sentences out loud in front of the class.
I pay close attention to how they approach or relate to the book as an object.
Those students who showed even the slightest reverence or care for the books
did so much better than those who were indifferent. This is the reason I want to
discuss the idea of sacredness. As I mentioned, in many religious traditions and
practices, the concept of sacred and sacredness play an important role. I was
always moved by, for example, how devotees in the Greek Orthodox tradition
approach icons with such reverence and love, that they often kiss these paintings.
Or how Jews and Muslims revere their sacred books and approach these objects
with a deep affection and respect. As our world becomes more secular and
influenced by materialism, it fosters a mentality where things are easily produced,
replaced, and discarded, so objects or things may not possess transcendental
qualities and values they once might have possessed.
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Even though we accept a materialist paradigm or the reality of a consumer
culture, we ought to at least pose the question, what do we lose when objects or
sentient beings are no longer approached as sacred? This is why one aspect of
my proposed incarnational literacy stresses this added dimension of sacredness
related to reading and writing. To approach reading and writing as sacred acts,
something that deserves deep engagements, undivided attention, which may
include ritual acts of preparation, approaching text as sacred. 70
I notice a few smiles and excitement in my audience as the logo of the popular
podcast, Harry Potter and the Sacred Text appears on the screen.
A great example of the adaptation of the sacred in a secular literacy engagement
is the podcast, Harry Potter and the Sacred Text where the hosts, Casper and
Vanessa read the Harry Potter books as if they were sacred literature.
Yes, it has been one of my favorite podcasts, lately. The hosts also borrow sacred
reading techniques from various religious traditions and try out these close
reading methods, such as, like Lectio Divina, florilegia, Havruta and Pardes,
exploring how these tools and methods may lead to new insights and
perspectives. Through these techniques and tools readers gain more than new
tools or directions for interpretation or the ability to analyze the text, as these
sacred practices always stress the importance of real action and transformation.
This podcast is promoting the idea of how a book can assist readers in life,
elevating reading into an ability to search for truth and achieve a genuine
transformation both on personal and communal levels. The recurring questions
this podcast is asking from readers: 71
I watch the questions appear on the screen, surrounding the podcast logo, and
read them out loud one by one.
Can I live these stories? Can I translate these narratives into action within my life
context? Can I speak, or adapt the language of the series and use it to talk both to
myself and others to live better? Are these books desirable as a source of belief?
Or can these books influence my existing beliefs? In a way, Incarnational literacy
is similarly an invitation to reimagine our relationship with reading and writing or
the ways we can commune with stories through literacy. 72
As the questions disappear from the screen, the text commune with stories
appears briefly but after a few seconds the only word visible on the screen is commune. I
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know this is my prompt to talk about another religious concept, the communion or
transubstantiation. As the word commune fades into a white screen, the interior of a
church appears where a community is participating in the rite of holy communion.
When I first heard the short story of the little boy who ate Maurice Sendak’s
drawing, I immediately thought about this ancient religious ritual: the holy
communion. The basis of this liturgical, communal engagement is the offering and
sharing of sacred substances. But the goal of this ritual is to help the community
to incarnate or embody the story about the Son of Man who sets an example of
unconditional love and forgiveness. And if you reflect on this ritual, what you
discover is this rich tapestry of multi-sensory experiences. There is a sacred
space filled with art. There are scents, music, embodied actions, words recited,
storytelling, taste, embracing your neighbors, and so on. In a way, it is a rich and
compelling literacy space where stories are experienced in a profound way.
Regardless of our view or attitudes toward religion, we can use this ritual as an
inspiration to create literacy spaces and environments where people can
experience narratives on a deeper, or more profound level.
It is undeniable that the holy communion is immersive storytelling aiming to
change those who engage in this ritual. It is more powerful and transformative
than merely reading the story from the Bible or watching the mass on TV. What I
am proposing here is that we can learn from ancient religions because they are
extremely creative when it comes to presenting and engaging with stories.
Religions are very good at storytelling, and they often transform storytelling into
the engines of collective and individual change. But I think it also requires
practitioners to view stories or their practice of engagement as sacred. So, what is
holding us back from treating words, poetry, stories or even academic research as
sacred substances? How would it change literacy practices if reading and writing
were treated as sacred engagements? 73
On my transcript I notice the pencil mark, indicating that this is the time for me to
take a sip of water and take a deep breath, offering some time to audience members to
reflect on these questions. On the screen I watch as the image of an MRI machine
appears in an austere hospital room, and I resume my talk.
My very first conference presentation as a graduate student took place here at
JoLLE, four years ago. It was about a storytelling technique I developed and used
in hospitals when I was living in Hungary. We referred to this method of
storytelling as The Invisible Theatre. My colleagues and I were working with
terminally ill children and wanted to help them to better cope with the terrifying
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treatments and machines, for example getting a scan in the MRI machine. And
our primary research question was: In what ways can storytelling lessen the fear
and discomfort of children when going through treatments? And we all knew that
powerful stories and storytelling can change us so we begin experimenting unique
ways of sharing stories and ultimately designing an experience where our
listeners or audience could enter and experience a story.
To help you better conceptualize this, you may have heard about Doug Dietz. He
designed and developed MRI machines for hospitals. But soon he learned that
hospitals routinely sedate pediatric patients for their scans because they are so
scared that they can’t lie still long enough. As many as 80 percent of pediatric
patients had to be sedated. So, Doug focused on redesigning the experience. He
started by observing and gaining empathy for young children at a day care center.
He talked to child life specialists to understand what pediatric patients went
through. Eventually, he helped transform the MRI suite into a kid’s adventure
story, with the patient in a starring role. 74
I glance at the screen and wait for the fading of the image featuring a high-tech,
grey, nondescript MRI machine until the colorful image appears of one of Doug Dietz’s
MRI machines, featuring a pirate ship with a surrounding room resembling a scene out of
a Disney’s Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Magic Kingdom.
Making no changes to the sophisticated technology inside the scanner, Doug and
his team redesigned the outside of the machine. They also added new, colorful
surfaces to the room, covering the floor, ceilings, walls, and all the equipment.
They also wrote a script for machine operators so they could lead their young
patients through the adventure. One of the prototypes is a pirate ship worthy of an
amusement park ride. Another one is an exciting space adventure. 75
The pirate-themed MRI machine disappears and an image from the wordless
picturebook, Journey, appears on the screen, prompting me to explain how the Invisible
Theatre encapsulates the idea of a radical embodiment of stories that may lead to
changes in attitudes, behaviors, or in this case lessen the anxiety resulting from a
medical procedure. As the colorful illustration of Aaron Becker fills the large screen, I
attempt to describe how my colleagues and I used this immersive storytelling technique
in hospital settings.
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With my colleagues at the University of Debrecen I did something similar, and we
called this project the Invisible Theatre. The reason we used the word invisible is
because the audience or the participants were blindfolded, so neither the stage
nor the actors were visible. The goal was to immerse children inside the stories.
They became the heroes or heroines of a given story as my team created various
environments through scents, objects, movements, sounds and other sensory
experiences. Since the children could not see due to the blindfolding, we could
come up with low cost and innovative solutions, creating a stage where kids could
ride on a dragon, fly on magic carpets, be captains of a ship, sailing through
stormy oceans. Their imagination filled in the darkness, and they were deeply
impacted, transformed by this kind of immersive storytelling.
You could not have the same experience from a read aloud or from watching a
film or listening to a recording. Transformation of one’s life, attitudes, or behaviors
often requires more than witnessing a story through sound or reading. The
Invisible Theatre not only engaged all senses of the audience or “readers,” but
made them embodied participants, moving through the story, experiencing it. And
for us the actors, it was incredibly hard work, to facilitate this experience and
create the conditions for change. 76
The illustration from Journey is replaced by the projection of a black and white
photo of me in my studio, creating a concrete poem.
And this aspect of hard or focused work is an important attribute of incarnational
literacy. For example, when we reflect on close or deep reading and contrast it
with casual reading, we know that reading deeply requires a more demanding
engagement. It is making reading and writing deliberately more challenging. For
example, imagine that a reading assignment requires you to transform a story into
a series of haiku poems. Next you are asked to transform your haikus into visual
poems. Then, reflecting on the visual poems, you are invited to create a new
narrative story. Finally, using this new narrative, you are asked to propose a
concept and build a prototype for a theme park, a video game or a tabletop game
and finally write and perform a first person, evocative narrative imagining the
experience of playing the game or going through the park. But the goal of
incarnational literacy is not simply to maximize the engagement with a story or
narrative through reading or writing of various and multi modalities.
The goal is to deliberately transform one’s life or to explore how the process and
discoveries of reading or writing can contribute to a well-lived life. A good analogy
is to picture the reader or writer as an archeologist who uncovers an ancient site,
full of treasures and artifacts. In the traditional educational context, perhaps, the
goal is to become aware of these findings through reading or writing closely, to
unearth each object hidden under the metaphorical sand of language and ideas,
discovering what the narrative is about or crafting a powerful story that reveals the
writer’s skills and mastery. However, incarnational literacy calls the reader and
writer to integrate these findings, ideas, concepts, perspectives into his or her life
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and in order to serve as catalysts of transformation. To use the religious idea, I
am interested in how ideas or words become flesh or lived experiences. 77
On the screen, the black and white photo fades into a colored image of another
Greek Orthodox icon, this one depicting the holy communion.
I already mentioned the ritual of the holy communion, where the intention is
radical embodiment. In the sacred liturgy, there is also this powerful repeated
phrase by the priest quoting Jesus’ instructions to the disciples who said:
"Do this in remembrance of me!"
I think it is important to note that the story of the last supper, reenacted in the
ritual, is ultimately a form of recollection. To put together what has been injured or
dismembered. Like the grape that has been crushed and the grain which has
been grounded into flour becomes whole again in the wine and the bread.
Similarly, through eating it - all those atoms of the bread and wine will become an
integral part of the body.
This idea of communing with a story to achieve an embodied experience is at the
heart of incarnational literacy - seeking restoration, revival, renewal. Its aim is to
nourish, to nurture and to provide tools and methods for change.
And this approach of practicing literacy in a way to elevate our lived experience
also invites us to explore the fundamental questions in literacy. 78
I glance at the screen and wait for the words to float across the colorful
iconography. I slowly read aloud each question.
Why read? Why write? What is reading for? What is writing for? How do we to
read to live better lives, or how do we to write to live better? What is the role of
readers and writers in this world? 79
As the last question floats across the screen and disappears, the image of the
Greek orthodox icon fades into a new image, taken at the organic farm, where I worked
during the first few years of my graduate school.
I believe these are important questions to pursue, especially for us who dedicated
our professional lives to teach and embody literacy practices. And it’s possible
that our questions will change, or we might even discard some of our previously
held convictions, but I think the key at least for me is to cultivate an ongoing
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inquiry into these big questions and articulate my answers even if they might
seem immature or to use a gardening metaphor, unripe. See, three years ago,
here at JoLLE, I presented a paper about gardening and farming and how my life
as a farmer informed or inspired my literacy practices.
And one aspect of farming I often use as a metaphor for education is cultivating
plants from seeds to harvest. If you have been growing plants from seeds and
tending plants throughout their life cycles, you know how challenging it is, often
requiring creativity, unique skills and tools, and the emotional intelligence to deal
with unfavorable outcomes. 80
In farming or gardening you can’t always follow a prescribed process. There are
too many unpredictable variables, such as changing weather conditions, insects,
erosion, or other unexpected events. But if you are growing food to survive, your
life depends on this process of tending and turning seeds into nourishing food.
Consequently, you will try to do everything to protect your garden or to come up
with creative solutions to minimize the loss due to unforeseen events. And this is
what prompts me to ask my preservice students and myself, we would teach and
pursue literacy if our life or survival depended on it. Or how we would embody
literacy if we understood it as a life-sustaining, life-transforming engagement. And
I ask these questions because they remind us of that literacy as a domain,
academic field and practice is a precious commodity, a precious engagement.
But we can also extend this gardening metaphor to explore reading and writing.
For example, what if we approach the necessary skills to read and write as seeds.
If the ability to read and write is just a seed, what would it mean to cultivate or
tend these seeds into a harvest? And to tie this back to my proposal of an
incarnational literacy, how can these processes change or transform our lives,
elevate our lived experiences?
And I recognize how this attempt to conceptualize incarnational literacy through
this conference presentation is still in a nascent stage in need of refinements.
Also, I am only sharing one possible path based on my own life and experiences
to practice a form of literacy that centers on human transformation, unfolding, and
a process of becoming. Even though I draw inspiration from my engagement with
religion, theology, farming, and art making, incarnational literacy doesn’t depend
on these domains. What I am stressing is that people from diverse backgrounds
should experiment with how their unique engagements or situations can deepen
or enliven their practice of literacy. 81
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The background video of my presentation has already transitioned from the image
taken at the organic farm in Sarasota to a black and white image featuring a photo of me,
working on a large mosaic panel.

FIGURE 2.9. Working in my studio. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a
large-scale image with added commentary. 82
For me, drawing inspiration from religion and farming comes naturally, since I
have been mastering these domains through decades of engagement. And to
offer another example, when I look at religious architecture, or the functioning of
an organic farm, I can envision the creation of new literacy spaces, modeled after
sacred spaces or gardens.
Through my dissertation, I would like to promote the creation of makerspaces 83 for
literacy where reading and writing leap from the page onto new territories of
building, constructing, performing, interacting with new materials.
I imagine learners extending reading or writing into new dimensions for the sake
of a deeper, more profound engagement. Imagine this as a prolonged or extended
interaction with text or stories, through which readers or writers move beyond the
page, using other tools and mediums in order to see more or understand text,
ideas, stories deeper, incarnating knowledge so it can turn into lived wisdom or
wise living.
As a mixed media artist, I am actively searching for new ways of practicing literacy
with this intent of incarnation. And for me, achieving this possibility to transform
information into knowledge and knowledge into wisdom comes from a deliberate
and conscious effort of merging art making with reading and writing practices.
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And to offer a historical background and the origin of integrating artmaking and
literacy, it goes back to my first year in graduate school during my intro class to
qualitative research. The best way to summarize this origin story is to share a
short video project describing this event. 84
I walk to the podium to pause my presentation video and switch to a short film,
titled Tending Bird on the Wire. I take a sip of water as Leonard Cohen’s song sets the
tone with the opening scene featuring my act of taking notes as I read Arthur Bochner’s
article from the journal, Qualitative Inquiry. As I re-watch the video with the audience, it
reinforces my message of the possibility of integrating literacy and the creation of
aesthetic objects, as the visual narrative reveals how my response to or engagement
with reading an academic article manifested not just as a written critique as was a
standard and customary requirement from my professor, but in an artistic engagement
and aesthetic object. After the video I walk back to the podium to return to my
presentation video, and when I press play, I turn to my audience as a close-up image of
my artistic response of Bird on the Wire fills the screen.

FIGURE 2.10. Thinking with Bird on the Wire. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video
Montage. 85
As you witnessed in the video, a reading assignment with a task of critiquing a
story through a rubric, and then submitting a written paper of my critique, went
beyond what was asked by my professor. First, I created a poetic response
followed by mixed media glass mosaic, and a short film. Consequently, Art
Bochner’s narrative, Bird on the Wire, became an opportunity to interact and
cultivate his story beyond a standard academic practice of a written critique or
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reflection paper. And my engagement beyond the traditional academic reader’s
response opened new possibilities to radically slow down, to stay with a story until
it became part of me. And this idea of staying with a story until it became part of
me is an incarnational act. This process of creating the artwork out of tiny, broken
pieces of glass offered an expansion of time, where the slow progress became a
source of discoveries and epiphanies, which I could not have received just from
reading the article or writing about it. It is also important that this work created a
beautiful friendship with Dr. Bochner and using his story, creating the art,
eventually led to the restoration of the broken relationship with my own father.
Again, this is what I mean by an incarnational literacy when one’s interactions or
engagements with stories will lead to change, healing, restoration, or a deeper
appreciation of life and living. 86
I glance at the screen and wait for a new image featuring the cover art of
Evocative Autoethnography. 87
Working on the cover art for Evocative Autoethnography helped me to cope with a
series of eye surgeries. When Carolyn Ellis invited me to consider the possibility
of creating an artwork for the book I was in despair, just out of the hospital from
the third attempt of surgically reattaching my detached retina inside my right eye.
Metaphorically, the written content of the book already offered a plentiful harvest
through the text, but Carolyn’s invitation served as an opportunity to become more
than a reader. It was an opportunity to add a new layer to the story. To create a
unique aesthetic object, a slow process of tending stories into a work of art, while I
also learned how to make art with double vision and the temporary loss of depth
perception. In addition to creating the art, after sharing the story of the process
with the authors, they invited me to write about this experience, and share it as
part of the book. I would call this a literacy continuum 88, an ongoing engagement
of reading, making, and writing that also has an existential dimension, with the
benefits of physical and mental restoration and healing. 89
The next image on the screen features fused glass panel, I created for Jerry
Rawicki. This piece was inspired by his autoethnographic story describing his escape
from the Warsaw ghetto during the Second World War.
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FIGURE 2.11. A Flicker of Hope in Despair. Kiln-formed glass dedicated to Jerry
Rawicki. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with
added commentary. 90
Another example to highlight this process of extending literacy engagements
beyond the page began with an encounter with Jerry Rawicki, a holocaust survival
from Poland. Jerry was a guest speaker in Carolyn Ellis’s course on grief and
loss. They were also working on a joint publication, The Clean Shirt: A Flicker of
Hope in Despair 91. After Jerry’s visit, I knew that I wanted to create an offering, to
express my appreciation for the story they wrote and shared with us during the
class. After returning home I re-read the story several times with an intention to
reveal or to guide me about a tangible, aesthetic response. In the end, after
playing with various possibilities, I created a fused glass panel. It symbolizes the
wall of the Warsaw ghetto and the tiny hole or opening through which Jerry
crawled through. But the layered red glass is not merely my representation of the
bricks in the wall surrounding the ghetto, but also the lives that have been lost.
Reading Jerry’s and Carolyn’s story also called me to research and learn more
about Treblinka and the Warsaw ghetto. Therefore, the final design became an
abstract representation not only of the wall with the hole, but also the memorial
site in Treblinka which consists of thousands of stones inscribed with the names
of the Jewish villages and communities that were obliterated by the Holocaust. I
could not include thousands of glass pieces or inscribe names on them. However,
in the creation of the artwork, I printed out the names of those places and the
names from Jerry’s family who perished. And as I hand carved each piece of
glass before firing it in a kiln, I read those names out loud and offered a silent
prayer. Again, this is the sacred dimension of artmaking and literacy. Reciting the
names and being with these names was a form of active recollection or perhaps a
new way of close reading that went beyond comprehension and extended reading
beyond cognition, comprehension, and meaning making. I realize that as an artist
and a student of literacy I must find ways to mend or repair the world even if it
only means a few hours of silent reflection. 92
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I wait for the Hebrew phrase, tikum olam (to repair the world) to appear on the
screen signaling me to talk about my recent collaboration with Dr. Carolyn Ellis on the
book cover for Final Negotiations. As I began talking, an image of the book cover fills the
screen with subsequent images featuring Carolyn and me working on the art piece
outside on the back patio, under the shade of Florida Live Oaks.
Working on the cover art for Final Negotiations with Carolyn Ellis was similarly a
transformative and meaningful experience. Carolyn tried hard to remain a
responsible researcher and ethnographer, recording interviews, taking pictures
after each session, making plans to collaborate on a future article. However, in
retrospect, what was the most transformative part of our collaboration is the rich
silence surrounding us, the mundane, repetitive work of progressing slowly, and
those rare moments where we managed to forget about ourselves completely.
Through these real-life examples I wanted to highlight and emphasize that I am
searching for new ways to share stories through writing and making. I am
searching for new ways to merge or unite the processes and methods of
artmaking with reading and writing. 93
For a brief moment the photos fade into the colorful book cover of Sendak ’s
Where the Wild Things which also fades into a photo of a traditional academic article,
devoid of images. 94
I envision new ways of presenting our work, new research genre, like a picture
book for adults in which writing and art play equally important roles. The art gives
a new layer to the writing. It is not subservient. It is not decorative or merely an
illustration serving the linguistic text. Nor does the writing has lesser value than
the images. It would be a perfect symbiosis, a new platform to share our work as
literacy scholars or practitioners. I am also experimenting with processes where I
both engage in writing and art making, allowing the writing process to influence
the art making and vice versa. In the end, two artifacts are emerging
simultaneously, and they can be presented or performed together. 95
On the screen I display a visual model of this process, using the example of
creating a mixed-media collage as an integral part of my reading and writing process.

60

In my future dissertation, I plan to propose this method of doing literacy where
both reading and writing are merged with collage making in a joint practice. As a
result, new knowledge is presented through text and a corresponding aesthetic
object shaped by the reading and writing experience. Similarly, I would love to
share my dissertation research not in a conference room, but in a gallery space
where members of my dissertation committee and my audience are invited to
interact and engage in unique ways, following a kind of liturgy or set of practices
linked to each piece to enhance their interactions and transformation. 96
I pause for a moment to wait for a photo collage to appear on the screen
consisting of a printout of Carolyn Ellis’s “Maternal Connections,” with images of her
pages covered with my handwriting as well as several black and white photos featuring
my mother in her early twenties.
For example, I just started working on a new piece, based on Carolyn Ellis’s short
story: Maternal Connections. And to reveal a little bit about the process, this is
what I mean by going beyond reading the story or practicing incarnational literacy.
I started this process by copying Carolyn’s story by hand, word for word. It’s a
rewarding practice -- feeling the words through the fingers, listening to the pencil
on the paper, paying closer attention. There is an intimacy in copying. As an artist,
I embrace the value of learning through faithful reproduction. Later, I took my
handwritten script and typed up the story. Then I turned it into a medieval form of
writing, called scriptura continua or continuous writing. 97
On the screen the animation zooms into the handwritten page featuring Carolyn’s
article as continuous writing.
This is the text of Maternal Connections, but reading it becomes much harder. It
requires rehearsing and reading it out loud. I am going to use this form of writing
in my collage, inviting readers to wrestle with the text. And here is a short excerpt
from my own written story emerging alongside with the artwork as an evocative
response to Carolyn’s text:
I’ll never forget my first reading of Maternal Connections, in Carolyn’s
autoethnography class. It transported me into a bizarre, symbolic, imaginary place
where my recollection of old memories and events presented themselves in the
shape of my mother, pleading for my touch. I still see myself in this dreamlike
vision, holding a soaped washcloth, but unable to touch my mother’s body
covered with dirt and bruises. I still fight this childhood memory, resenting my
mother’s alcoholism, finding her naked in the bathroom, collapsed over the toilet,
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covered with vomit and feces. But reading Carolyn’s story alters this memory. It is
her story that places the soaped washcloth into my hands. It is Carolyn’s story
that wakes up my mother, who says in a clear and kind voice,
“I’m sorry about last night.”
Before my birth, before the drinking, before the divorce, there was a slender,
youthful body radiating pride with an unashamed display of her long legs. There’s
a black and white photo I found between the pages of a dusty encyclopedia. It’s a
young woman in her late teens in a miniskirt and white blouse. I watch the rising
smoke from her long cigarette, frozen in mid-air, a ghostly reminder of the
transience of her youthful body. This young woman will become my mother whose
body pushes me away. But reading Maternal Connections creates a space that is
continuously asking for my touch, for my love, and for my forgiveness. I also
realize that I need this added dimension of making a work of art so my
communing with Carolyn’s story may go further, transforming me on a deeper
level. 98
I wait for the concluding slide, which is a copy of the first slide with the title of my
presentation.
The making of aesthetic objects is a form of reading and practicing literacy. I also
realize that for me, reading or writing without artmaking will often short-circuit the
process of incarnating a story. I want to make sure that one day, the touch, the
love, and the forgiveness toward my mom will become a reality not just a thought
experiment.
And to quote Tony Adams, Carolyn Ellis, and Art Bochner as novice practitioner of
literacy, I seek transformation, I want to “write, dance, paint, and perform the ways
[I live], 99” to embody the text on the page, to make change both necessary and
palpable. My calling, in proposing an incarnational literacy, as I see it now is “to
artfully arrange depictions of the mysteries and complications of being alive in
stories that can help people cope better, feel less alone…to empower [them] and
to wrestle with ambiguities and contradictions not resolve or exhaust them.” 100
I am relieved to see the closing scene of my video and with an audible sigh and a
faint smile I utter the last words on my transcript:
Thank you.
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Playing No Man’s Sky (Summer 2021)
I am still lingering on the memory of the conference, when I resume playing No
Man’s Sky. I use one of my exocrafts, The Nomad, to travel around my newly claimed
base to mine for some building materials. As I look through the windshield of my craft,
and watch the passing landscape of the tall, pine like trees, I remember our car ride back
to Florida, right after my session at JoLLE. I could not wait to begin working on my
dissertation proposal but most importantly, this was the first time, I felt I belonged to
literacy, and I might even have a future as a literacy scholar. Being surrounded with
friends and mentors and being at the conference was like stepping through the magical
wardrobe and finding Narnia 101. A place where I am needed, a world where I could play
an instrumental role to restore harmony and fight against the forces of entropy and
stagnation.
And, as I play No Man’s Sky, I reflect on the artistic projects, the emerging ideas
from my conference presentation and subsequent discussions, I know that I am already
granted entry to a symbolic Narnia of Literacy, an abundant world to draw from, a world
from which to create. Incarnational literacy already exists within my life and stories even
if it seems to be trapped under a frozen landscape, like the once beautiful and green
Narnia before the spell of the White Witch. For months I have struggled to re-engage
with my dissertation project , unable to find an entry point. But perhaps today, as I am
writing this, I can break this spell.
When I fill up my exosuit inventory with valuable raw materials mined from the
planet, I return to my base. I walk up to my base computer placed on a small sand dune
next to the shore. I select the “rename base” option from the menu and name this virtual
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paradise Emerald Narnia. Naming has such power, and this simple act of literacy, allows
me to offset the sense of alienation and isolation pressing on me outside of the game.
But my gaze is resting on the stunning aesthetics made visible by the large gaming
monitor in front of me. The screen is like the reinforced wall of a fortress, keeping out or
obscuring my real world of anti-Narnia as long as long as I focus and rest my attention
within the thin frame of the screen.
From the base computer, I fly back to my recently constructed landing pad and
create a temporary scaffolding structure to get better access and vantage point to
construct a wraparound balcony attached to the second story of my virtual dwelling.
When I realize that I am out of glass, I use my short-range teleporter to access another
building where I set up large refiners and construction equipment. I add silica powder to
the refiner and wait until the machine turns the raw material into sheets of glass. When I
place the glass into my exosuit inventory and head back to build, I am reminded of the
seismic shifts that took place in my life. I can’t help but think about stained glass and my
prior work as a stained-glass artist with the large inventory of real glass in my art studio
that has been untouched for months. Why did I stop creating glass mosaics in the real
world? Why did I stop reading, writing, and making art?
But in this other world that I can only access through a computer monitor and
game controller, I am reading, writing, and creating with renewed enthusiasm. Indeed, all
the ingredients for an incarnational literacy are present, and I do approach this game as
something sacred. When I look at my in-game achievements, I have a badge, indicating
that I have achieved a “robust” status as a player or “traveler.” But what happens when I
save my game and exit? In what ways can a virtual dwelling, Emerald Narnia influence
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my anti-Narnia or my bleak reality outside of this game where most of the time I am
depressed and unhappy? These are intriguing questions, because playing the game is
also an invitation for transformation and incarnation. Moreover, playing the game is a
creative act, an embodied engagement through which I am bringing into existence
something that did not exist before. Can this game help me to better cope with COVID19? Or is it possible to incarnate certain qualities of my virtually constructed self to
lessen the weight of anxiety and depression? To what extent is this person in the blue
spacesuit, whom - I control, and use as an avatar - an extension of my being, dreams,
and desires? In a sense I achieved eudaimonia in the game-world, and I achieved it
through literacy. 102
But still, I cannot deny that as soon as I exit this game, I must return to another
dimension where most of my in-game skills or achievements will be useless. But nothing
is preventing me from incarnating my avatar’s hunger for discovery and adventure, so
perhaps this is how I should approach what happens next – as I enter the unknown.

FIGURE 2.12. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: Annunciation. Digital
Collage and Videorecording. 103
This quote is presented by an NPC (Non-Player Character) in the videogame, No Man’s Sky (2016)
No Man’s Sky (PC version) [Video game]. (2016). Hello Games.
34
Link to video: URL to embedded video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4bD04v8n_UI&t=3s
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I introduced this method of reflective, introspective gameplay during the 2020 Doing Autoethnography
Conference (Osvath, 2020)
36
Luke 1:26-38
37
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13464753
38
Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QRbg67iTb80
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Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tj6nOD7_q0c
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Make a connection/suggestion that this familiarity or reading well is akin to what Csikszentmihaly refers
to as the flow state
41
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13464855
42
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CHAPTER THREE: אשׁית
ִ ְבּ ֵר
"I am here. How are you? Everybody is fine here. Everybody means only me, but I am
doing fine. Why have you never come to see me in my dreams?” 104
Introduction
אשׁית
ִ  ְבּ ֵרis the first word of the Jewish Torah, that opens the Hebrew story of
creation. I choose this title to signify that the following story describes the beginnings or
the genesis of Incarnational Literacy. In it I am exploring a significant life event in which
I first discovered how the deliberate act of making, crafting or the creation of aesthetic
objects can reinforce literacy engagements. Artmaking is an essential component of
incarnational literacy, and the first time I integrated reading, writing, and artmaking into
a unified process took place in 2001, when I began my studies at Wesley Theological
Seminary (WTS) in Washington DC. This experience helped me to realize how the
making or creation of objects and related artistic processes can enhance or deepen
meaning making in my attempts to communicate understanding based on a text or
narrative.
This story also highlights the fact that artmaking or crafting of aesthetic objects
wasn’t an integral part of my life prior to my arrival to the United States. I did not have
formal training in art, nor did I consider myself creative. The reason I emphasize these
facts is to address a general concern related to the artmaking component in
incarnational literacy, namely that this process only works for the creatively inclined or
people with a background in the arts. Though I stress the importance of deliberately
working within an artistic medium - the objective of the making is not the production or
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creation of a work that is considered or categorized as art or high craft. Rather, the
main function of artmaking is to uncover, explore, and express ideas, feelings, and
memories through a medium that is different from, but may enhance linguistic
representation. Prior to this event, I did not consider artmaking or crafting as a literacy
engagement nor had I conceptualized art as a medium to enhance the meaning
making process of reading, writing, and speech.

FIGURE 3.1. Conceptualizing the dissertation chapter אשׁית
ִ בּ ֵר.
ְ 3D model and virtual
reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a
large-scale image with added commentary. 105
104F

As the story below reveals, I lacked proficiency in the language of the classroom
(American English); thus, I was unable to express or communicate my understanding
of the Hebrew text which we were studying in my seminary courses. Even though I was
a fluent reader in Hebrew, I could not share or articulate my understanding through
written or spoken English, which also contributed to my withdrawal, a feeling of shame,
and questioning my intellect. I experienced a growing existential pain resulting from my
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inability to bridge the gap between understanding and sharing this understanding
through language. This is the other reason I chose the Hebrew word, אשׁית
ִ  ְבּ ֵרas the
title of my story. For most of my readers, who are not familiar with Hebrew, seeing this
strange, unknown text may generate a sense of discomfort, capturing the essence of
my struggle as a non-native English speaker. This crisis of language and the related
existential pain led me to reach for a non-verbal, creative medium to bridge the gap
between understanding and linguistic expressions. 106
105F

Through this autoethnographic story, I share my engagement with the Book of
Genesis that took place in a master's level biblical hermeneutics course, just a few
weeks after my arrival in the United States. The story also explores how a crisis of
language or difference in literacy skills can generate existential challenges, which I
addressed through the act of making or creating.
This story introduces clay as a medium and the process of sculpting as a
literacy engagement. I am suggesting that clay, as a malleable artistic material, can
become a vital tool to enhance or scaffold literacy engagements. Besides relying on
remembering, recollection and memory fragments to reconstruct and reinterpret the
events, I incorporate related data sources, such as my archived class papers,
sermons, emails, and my notebooks from that time period.
I am revisiting these events in 2021, prompted by a virtual reality experience,
titled Phone of the Wind. The virtual experience is situated in the present, during
COVID-19, and I use it both as an entry point to the memory as well as a new lens to
interpret it.
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FIGURE 3.2. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: אשׁית
ִ בּ ֵר.
ְ . Digital
107
Collage and Videorecording.
106F

אשׁית
ִ ְבּ ֵר
Playing: Phone of the Wind (Summer 2021)

FIGURE 3.3. Playing Phone of the Wind. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video
Montage.URL to embedded video. Copyright 2017 by YesPleaseThankYou. 108

As soon as I get home from church, I put on my VR headset and enter my virtual
apartment. I feel overwhelmed and drained from the funeral service. I pull up a virtual
window, displaying my library of virtual experiences and search for Phone of the Wind.
I rest my hand on the trigger button of my Oculus Touch controller and I point at the
word “play,” and gently pull the trigger.
Since the pandemic, I have regularly engaged with this virtual, interactive
experience, so I no longer feel disoriented when I find myself flying over a green,
summer landscape surrounding a Japanese, seaside town. I marvel at the green,
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forest-covered mountains, the dark blue ocean, and the floating clouds around me.
Though, I am accustomed to virtual experiences, flying in virtual reality still feels
magical and exhilarating, and this God’s eye view of the world carries a sense of
contentment. It is liberating, that in this experience, I am disembodied. I cannot see my
body no matter where I turn, but strangely I don’t feel lacking.
Each time I have a funeral or memorial service in church, this virtual experience
is the first thing I do after coming home. Since this pandemic, death has become more
visible, more frequent; and with each funeral I bury a part of my life as well. This
morning, when I stepped up to the pulpit and sang the invocation, the widow of the
man whose memorial service I was leading, started sobbing uncontrollably. From years
of ministering, I am attuned to this primordial cry that comes from the deepest part of
our existence. After the song, I stopped and waited. Not for her to stop, but rather I
waited for all of us to notice and understand. Her body was telling a story, expressing
grief in a way language cannot. Her cry filled the church, and it was rising, expanding,
like a thick fog enveloping all of us. And there she was, a solitary, frail body, alone in
the pew, in the first row. The nearest family member two rows behind her. But
somehow, I felt as if it was a moment of creation; inseparable from grief and suffering,
like giving birth. It made me think of the first clay sculpture, I made not long after I
arrived at the United States.
Her primordial cry and the way her frail body twisted in pain, suddenly brought
back those memories of working in the art studio. Throughout the service, I felt as if
language was failing me, even though I gave the homily in Hungarian, my mother
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tongue. I kept thinking of her sobbing as a much more precise and a universal
language, and my clay sculpture, as better offerings than my shared words.
And now, hours after the service, suspended in mid-air in virtual reality I am
carried by another story about grief, where I don’t have to preach. Perhaps this is the
reason I have this strange ritual of re-entering the VR experience, Phone of the Wind.
Becoming a disembodied witness and seeing people entering this solitary phonebooth,
talking to their deceased spouse, parents, children, relatives or friends. I find comfort in
other people’s losses. They remind me that I am not alone, and that experiencing loss
is our birthright.

FIGURE 3.4. A family enters the phonebooth. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers
to access a large-scale image with added commentary. Copyright 2017 by
YesPleaseThankYou. 109
I heard about this phone booth years ago in a podcast and I was intrigued by
this idea of setting up a phone booth in a garden, not connected to any phone lines, to
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see how people would use it. It is telling that people used this tool to spend time with,
to talk to their deceased friends or relatives.
Through virtual reality, I am transported right there. I am hovering above this
phone booth, this phone of the wind, as they call it. It is remarkable how a simple
object can take on so much meaning and become instrumental for communing even
with those who are no longer alive. I wonder if setting up a similar phone booth in the
garden of our church might serve people better in their grief than my homilies. And like
books and stories, this phone booth is a testimony to the power of fiction and how
reading and writing can transport us to places no other tool or invention can, once we
open those doors, or the covers, and are willing to engage or accept the invitation to
play.
I watch as people enter the phone booth, and I can hear their voices as they
pick up the receiver and start talking in Japanese, which fades into the voice of an
English translator. This marks the transition when the photo realistic environment turns
into a vivid animation. It feels as if I entered the pages of a picture book as I watch the
illustrator painting the scenes around me. As the experience unfolds in real time and
people start talking into the receiver, I feel as though I am inside the illustration, a part
of it. I love this transition from the real world into a hand-drawn, imagined reality, but
what intrigues me most is how the game designers decided to sync the unfolding
illustration with the spoken words, as if speech creates or bring the images into
existence.
I am still captivated by the Jewish creation myth in which God’s speech or
spoken words are the foundation or the genesis of the cosmos, including space, time,
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and matter. Similarly, these words I am transcribing here are rising from that primordial
cry I witnessed this morning, and this passage would not exist without witnessing those
sounds.
I watch as the animated scene dissolves back to reality, and I am back in the
garden again, watching a young Japanese girl, next to the phone booth with a book on
her lap. I never noticed this before, but she opens the book and starts reading from the
“end.” I watch her eyes, moving right-to-left, top-to-bottom. For a moment I am not sure
why I feel so comforted about this reversal in reading, opening a book at the end. Is it
because the breaking of a familiar pattern or a change in direction? As I linger on this
scene, I realize that I used to read like her in seminary, studying Hebrew. Progressing
from the back of a book to the front, reading right-to-left, top-to-bottom. I reach for
those memories. I let go off my touch controllers, and I am suddenly in a sunlit
classroom in Washington DC, re-experiencing a memory from 2001.

FIGURE 3.5. Photo of a 360 degrees video, depicting an animated scene from Phone
of the Wind The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image
with added commentary. Copyright 2017 by YesPleaseThankYou. 110
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Hermeneutics Class, WTS (Fall 2001)
I rest my hand on the worn cover of my BHS. The golden uppercase letters of
the title are slightly raised. My fingers can trace each letter with my eyes closed and I
celebrate this knowledge and understanding through touch. I keep my eyes closed and
search for a place in this momentary darkness to calm myself. Can this sacred book
provide a refuge or at least a solid ground to stand on? I open my eyes and let it rest
on this site. A classroom desk, textbooks, scattered pencils, and my hand resting on
my BHS. Like a minimalist poem, the words are assembled into three neatly centered
rows, surrounded by a faux-leather, tawny field, like a freshly prepared rain-soaked
garden patch, sprouting a haiku.
Biblia
Hebraica
Stuttgartensia
I first heard these words in 1996, revealed and recited by my professor of
Hebrew language. Back then, when I witnessed the sounds of these three words, it
reminded me of a spell or a long-forgotten ancient lullaby that carries listeners into
another world. This book was also a foreign and mysterious object. Incomprehensible.
A strange box with hundreds of thin sheets, like dried onionskin, densely covered with
a mysterious square script, and added footnotes in German, Latin, and Greek. The
journey to get to know this book began with these strange sounds, as my professor's
tired and soft voice recited through a German accent: Biblia - Hebraica -Stuttgartensia.
I glance at the desk of my professor as he places his copy of BHS next to a pile
of thick, leather-bound volumes. When I was a preliterate child, books were strange
objects, enigmatic boxes, placed on shelves, treasured and admired by the adults
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around me. I was puzzled when I witnessed how these objects occupied their users for
hours. They even seemed to disappear through or into these thick boxes. I did not
understand how it was possible. The pages all looked the same and the tiny black dots
and lines could not engage me. They were just boxes, filled with thin papers with little
space to draw on. But now, as I open this heavy volume of ancient stories, it comes
with a sense of relief that I can easily recite, decipher, and celebrate these words and
all the memories they store. My first and only BHS. We traveled together from Hungary
to the United States and here we are again. In another classroom anticipating a new
creation.
It's hard to believe that this book and its ancient stories are partially responsible
for the reality of this place and everything in it. I suppose neither this seminary nor the
people around me would be here without the existence of this book and all human
creation stemming from it. It's impossible not to feel reverence and awe toward the
power of language and literacy. Perhaps what we call God, or the creator is the power
and mystery of language and our ability to transform stories into matter and a fourdimensional reality. Suddenly, I grasp the truth behind the strange biblical idea that
language precedes matter or matter is arising due to the vibration of speech.
"Let's start with Gen..., chapter one...ve...one...," Professor Hopkins addresses
the class. It takes a few seconds for me to process and translate his words. I glance at
another student's BHS in front of me to check if I am on the right page. I feel
disoriented and nervous as Professor Hopkins continues to give instructions. His
speech is rapid, and I can't separate out his words. I am lost. Unable to translate. I am
realizing that the only familiar thing in this place is the Hebrew text while everything
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else around me is becoming a source of distress. I focus on the text in front of me and I
find comfort in the seemingly infinite combinations of the twenty-two Hebrew letters,
knowing their names, sounds, and numerical values.
I am relieved when Professor Hopkins begins reading the text in Hebrew. I
follow along, finding temporary relief in the story revealed through his voice, now
carrying familiar sounds and familiar words. My fingers are tracing along, no longer
disoriented by a dextrosinistral writing system, as I commune with each word, like
taking in a familiar landscape during a slow, meditative walk from the right side of the
page to the left. Now, I find this reversal from my habitual reading from left to right
refreshing. My body suddenly relaxes and filled with the familiar joy of recognition. I
know each word. I see a story. I can even hear my own voice as if I was reciting the
text. I pay close attention to each ALEPH, HEY, CHET, AYIN, and RESH, the guttural
letters of the Hebrew alphabet. I no longer feel self-conscious about those strange
sounds arising from my throat, though they always remind me of a deep sadness, like
a primordial remnant of a painful experience or a suppressed cry that suddenly bursts
out from the body.
I try uttering these sounds once again, now 10 years later these events, but my
voice is hesitant and even though nobody is around me I feel overly self-conscious
about the strange sounds I am making. As my timer, I set for dissertation-writing,
suddenly goes off, but I continue to linger on these memories. That day, with the faint
echoes of my professor's voice reciting the story of creation still evokes strong
emotions. It never occurred to me that working on my dissertation is similarly a creation
story, and a beginning. Though it would be an exaggeration to say that I am
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surrounded by a primordial chaos, nevertheless, partially due to COVID19, I feel
fragmented and disoriented, yearning for connections. I walk upstairs and look for my
old BHS, thinking that holding this object again will help me to continue going deeper
into this memory. I celebrate this short journey, moving my body, escaping the chair,
and the bright computer screen. But I am fascinated by this transition, how the act of
writing turns into these ideas that I want to capture later. Perhaps this short walk is an
extension of my writing another manifestation of meaning-making as I am still engaged,
I am still probing my memory scape searching to make my inner world visible and
accessible to others.
Literacy is a vital tool to turn thoughts and mental constructs into a form that can
be shared and inhabited by others. As I stand in front of my bookshelf, searching for
my Hebrew Bible, I realize that it's been over a year since I last took this book from the
shelf. When I spot the brown spine of the BHS, I reach towards it with reverence and
care. I quickly flip through the pages to find the last page of the book, which of course
for readers of the Hebrew text is the first page or the beginning of the book. Now, I
have a difficult time reciting the passage but still, this relatively simple passage, the
opening chapter of Genesis about the creation of the world, strongly suggests the
imagery of the creator as a giant bird perched over a swirling darkness, giving birth
through the sound of pain and rupture. These images, however, never surfaced or
were suggested when I read the same passages in English or Hungarian translations. I
wonder how words and sounds tied to a particular language evoke a particular set of
images, and what we lose when we explore or study the world through only one tongue
or linguistic system? As I think about God as a bird-like creature, like a giant hen, my
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timer goes off again, signaling that it's time to return to writing. I close my eyes and
search for the memory of the classroom.
Professor Hopkins asks each student to read a passage in Hebrew. I nervously
wait for my turn, rehearsing the sounds in my head, but I also feel confident.
"Casaba," Professor Hopkins says with a hint of uncertainty, signaling my turn.
"It's Csaba," I say. "I know it's difficult to pronounce because in Hungarian CS is
a distinguished letter of the alphabet. CS is pronounced as CH in English."
"I am sorry," Professor Hopkins says. "Thank you for clarifying."
I read effortlessly, pronouncing each Hebrew word with ease and certainty, and I also
see the story unfolding behind these familiar sounds.
"Very good, Csaba. Thank you," Professor Hopkins says and adds a rapid
statement, which I don't understand. I think he said the word, cadence, but I am not
sure what it means. Is he complimenting my pronunciation? Did I say something
wrong? There is a sensation of swelling discomfort and uncertainty in my stomach and
my wet palm sticks to the page as I try to move it. I am too embarrassed to ask him to
repeat what he said, so I force a smile on my face and wipe my hands into my trousers.
"Please translate," Professor Hopkins says.
"Me? What?" I ask.
"Yes, Csaba. Just the passage you read," Professor Hopkins says.
Suddenly I realize the horror that the meaning of the text we are reading was
constructed between an exchange of Hebrew and Hungarian or I just understood the
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Hebrew without translating it into another language. Until this moment I was unaware
of the fact that I never translated these words into English. I freeze. I start translating in
my head from Hebrew to Hungarian, and then from Hungarian to English but it's a
painful and slow process and what comes out from my mouth feels like gibberish and I
feel both ashamed and defeated.
"I am sorry," I say.
"Don't sweat it, Csaba. Michael, can you help out?" Professor Hopkins asks the
student next to me.
I can't even comprehend Michael's words. He speaks fast without hesitation,
and I am caught up in the pain of this first, public failure. I signed up for this class
because my Hebrew language skills were good. I felt prepared to read and understand
the Hebrew text, but now I am realizing that in this class we are not using the Hebrew
language to reflect on the Hebrew text, but on English, which I only have been studying
a few years. Do I come across as someone who can only read the text but doesn't
understand it? Clearly, my Hungarian is useless here. At age 25, this is the first time I
feel illiterate.
Even twenty years later, I keep returning to this scene of my first Old Testament
seminar at Wesley Theological Seminary. But now, I see and understand the memory
of this event differently. The pain of shame and embarrassment is gone, replaced by
curiosity and a passionate search to make sense of language and literacy in the
contexts of these two times in my own existence. I am writing a personal history of
literacy, revisiting historical events in my life where crisis of language or of literacy
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resulted in major shifts, major impacts on my life. If there is an origin story for my idea
of an incarnational literacy, this is it. I consider this story an epiphany, a transformative
event, thus it is productive to transform it into a shared experience.
Though I had had prior experiences when language or aspects of my use of
literacy had created disruptions or existential crises, this classroom experience as an
adult, international student from Eastern Europe enabled a conscious and deliberate
attempt to search for solutions.
This crisis of language emanated from overwhelming psychological effects that
resulted from a sudden, explicit realization that my understanding and engagement
with a story in one language remained inaccessible for others. And it wasn’t simply an
issue of my limited ability to speak English. When I was prompted to read a passage in
Hebrew, I was reading and comprehending. Even now, I am aware of the emerging
images and mental constructs manifesting into a complex story when my body was
processing signs on the page and turning them into sounds through my voice. I was
making connections between signs, sounds, and the emerging meaning but when
prompted to use another language to convey my understanding, I stumbled and
panicked. I suddenly became aware that meaning making of the Hebrew text was tied
to Hungarian, the language through which I had learned Hebrew. How do I bridge this
gap? How do I continue my life and work in the microcosm of this class if I am unable
to communicate?
As I contemplate this question, I exit the memory and look around. I am in my
basement studio, sitting on an old recliner, surrounded by seven pencils scattered
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around me, sharpened ready to make ideas visible in the notebook on my lap. This is
an act of incarnation, an act of transformation, making what's invisible visible through
writing. I am using paper and pencil, also my tools of artmaking, though I haven’t been
making art or objects since the pandemic started. Those hand drawn animation scenes
in Phone of the Wind moved me but I don’t know why it feels impossible to start
drawing again. My sketchbook and a stack of drawing paper, the tools I used to make
my inner landscape visible through drawing images are neatly stacked only a few feet
away from me on my worktable. I contrast the simplicity of these objects, paper, and
pencil with their tremendous potentials. Contrast leads me to search for equilibrium, a
deliberate process to turn the invisible visible, the chaos into cosmos.
Artmaking has been an integral in my life, and drawing has never induced
anxiety. It has felt natural or even liberating. But now, as I abandon art, and force
myself to write using my tools for artmaking, I feel paralyzed, unable to proceed. Why
does the act of writing feel so unnatural and anxiety-ridden? As I write these words, I
watch my pencil in my hand forming the letters on the page. I am listening to the faint
and soothing sound of the friction between the paper and graphite. I want to pay
attention to what is happening. I want to make these signs readable, comprehensible. I
rarely use my hands to write with a pencil since I am accustomed to the keyboard.
Pressing keys and watching neat lines of text appearing on the page with selfcorrecting spelling is something I take for granted. I try convincing myself that it is just
another form of artmaking, another form of drawing. This is a creative act, turning
memories into an image through literacy and the medium of written language. I am no
longer just remembering, I am creating. It's another form of collage making. It's another
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form of piecing together fragments and recollecting what has been scattered within me.
I am exploring the fragments, sensations, and images residing within me and use this
pencil to give form to them.
As I glance toward my computer, I notice that my Oculus Rift headset emits a
glowing light as I did not shut down the application. As I walk toward my desktop to
close the Oculus app, I realize that my headset (HMD) is just a sophisticated light
source and light is the medium through which I experience stories. Perhaps, like the
head-mounted display, literacy is a symbolic light source and the tool allowing me to
describe what I see in its light or how it makes things visible.
I shut down my headset and step on a small ladder to hang my HMD on a
designated hook mounted on my ceiling. This short voyage from my armchair makes
me realize that this event is also part of my dissertation. I am not just writing. I am not
just creating a story. I am generating a will to live and a vision of a future. I watch my
cats lying next to me, purring. They radiate a joyful exhaustion occupying a thin margin
between wakefulness and sleep, where they let down their guards and welcome the
unconscious, the end of anxiety, the divine release of resting, and not giving up. I don’t
want to give up. I don’t want to give up on my dissertation, but I am not sure what
qualifies as a dissertation.
Out of desperation, I picture each member of my dissertation committee and the
future readers of these words to keep me going. I desperately search for the will to
create or discover meaning through this process of writing my thesis and I wonder if
this pencil in my hand can contribute to this as I force myself to write. How far can I get
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through my embodied literacy practice of reflecting, reading, writing, and meaning
making? What can I discover about my lived experiences through writing and reading?
Can literacy support my quest to become more attuned and aware of the significance
of my existence? My years at USF have created trust in my abilities to create through
language and my body, to embrace the limitations of my tool set and methods to make
meaning that serves life. I marvel at the potentials of the blank pages in my notebook
and the cheap pencil in my hand, as the figurative midwives of this process of creating.
But looking inward and trying to draw from this seemingly infinite space feels daunting
and difficult. Writing that emerges from the self is an incarnational act. The invisible,
the formless, the untamed thoughts take form. I can’t make sense of these seemingly
contradicting emotions. This fluctuation between confidence and uncertainty is
disorienting. Embodying opposing attitudes and desires feels painful but I don’t know
how to end or disrupt the tension.
Each week, I write a homily or sermon which turns into a sacred liturgy and
performance on Sundays, as I minister to a congregation. I wonder if I can approach
my dissertation in a similar way, as a homily, as a text designed to create a community
through inspiration and comfort. Can a dissertation function as a sacred text, a liturgical
act, or as an icon that turns into a sacred doorway, or a portal to access other
dimensions? But I am digressing, so I try to reconnect with the memory in Professor
Hopkins class.
I return to that memory fragment; an image of myself, gently dismissed after a
futile attempt to translate my understanding into the language of the classroom. There
was this underlying pain rising from my impatience of not finding the right words, the
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right tense, the right expressions when I was asked to share my interpretation of what I
read with fluency. Not being able to bridge the linguistic gap started to erode my own
self-worth. I began questioning my own intelligence and abilities and I hated my voice
that struggled with pronunciation and was received as a heavy and thick accent, hardly
comprehensible for native English speakers. I remember that out of desperation, I
started to bring a Hungarian-English dictionary to class. I was like a naive tourist, but I
couldn't turn the pages of the dictionary fast enough to keep up and I was often
defeated by another student taking over or my professor asking someone else to
share. It’s also remarkable how those complex feelings remain in a memory, available
to reexperience them and describe them.
My face feels hot, and I can feel a swelling knot in my throat. I try to hide my
body's default reaction of wanting to burst into a sob or become invisible and forgotten.
"I am sorry," I say, and I reach for my Hungarian-English dictionary to search for
the English translation of a word that prevents me from completing my translation.
"Just a second... I am sorry."
"It's okay Csaba," Professor Hopkins says but immediately adds, "Anyone?
Thank you, Joyce.”
As Joyce takes over, I slump into my seat, realizing that I cannot learn English
fast enough to keep up with the rapid currents of this seminar that thrives on
conversations. I cannot stay within these conversations and feel as if the centrifugal
forces of these discussions and rapid exchanges of ideas are pushing me outside,
leaving me to live on the margins where I become passive and far from the center. I am
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moving towards the periphery of the class, and I am terrified of margins. I am holding
onto the edge, but it feels so slippery and insecure. I fear being thrown into
insignificance. I desire to enter the conversation. I desire to understand what's
happening. Their speech is rapid and natural, and I am having trouble separating their
words. But I desperately want to share. I realize that living in Wales for a year did not
prepare me for graduate school.
Repeatedly, I am skipped over. The conversation is heated. I can sense
importance or significance, but I cannot capture it. My professor is soft-spoken, and I
grow frustrated trying to understand his comments. I catch a few words, and I pretend
to be writing down what he is saying but what I am writing is: I don't understand, I am
stupid, I am illiterate. 111
Not being able to grasp what others say, or not being able to enter a
conversation felt as if everything around me turned into sand. I desperately wanted to
hold onto it or shape it into something, but it was too dry. The classroom and my life in
America became a shifting sand dune.
As I linger on this idea of sand, it also ignites a childhood memory. I am at a
construction site at my great grandmother's house with a pile of sand not far from the
small gate leading up to her porch. For years, as a young child, a pile of sand had a
special attraction, pulling me through an irresistible desire to play with the sand.
Toward the bottom of the sandpile, there was always wet sand I could shape and mold
into anything I imagined. Even after four decades, it takes no effort to reexperience
trough imagination the feeling of the wet, cool sand and its musty smell. I can see the
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tiny quartz particles shimmering in the sun as a collection of precious gems. I can see
my childhood self, getting lost in the sandpile at my great grandmother's house, digging
tunnels, building a fort, but most importantly dreaming up stories that inhabit this
ephemeral world of sand with this unrehearsed ease of creating, destroying, and rebuilding.
I always had this deep longing to play, to mold, to use my hands to give shape
to something. I notice my fingers playing with a pencil. I try to pay attention to the
desire within my hands. Perhaps this is exactly what I experienced in that classroom
twenty some years ago, as I sat there feeling accepted, as one might appreciate a
piece of furniture.
On my way to class, I often walk by the seminary's art studio. A few times I even
peaked through the narrow window of the studio door. There is always someone
working there, but I am too timid to walk inside. Today, as I pass by the studio door late
afternoon I look inside again. There is no one working, so I slowly open the door. I am
greeted by tranquility. I walk up to the large wall to wall windows and stand in the
orange sunlight, filtered by the large trees. There is a note taped to the metal window
frame with neat handwriting:
"An artist is not a special kind of person, but every person is a special kind of
artist."
I understand each word and the message they carry fills me with a sense of
playful curiosity and a desire to play. It’s remarkable how a few handwritten words on a
piece of paper can make me feel less of a stranger. There is a noticeable change in my
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mood, and I want to explore this place. I place my hand on the cool steel doorhandle
and press it down. I am greeted by the falsetto of the worn hinges, a strange squeaking
sound, now etched into my memories. I walk toward a large wooden worktable. Its
surface is covered with scratches, paint, and ink marks, reminding me of those strange
maps of our universe, created by radio telescopes. I wonder if these abstract shapes
are the background radiation of the art created on this table, the remnants of the
moments of creation that started here, and now perhaps decorates someone's home. I
try to imagine what kind of art was created here or what caused those thin curved cut
lines on the surface of the table, like the crevices of ancient dried-up rivers from space.
As I look under the table, I discover a large, orange construction bucket with a
yellow sticky note attached to it. "Free. PLEASE USE IT." It takes some strength to pry
off the plastic lid of the bucket. Inside, there is a grocery bag with a large lump of clay. I
peel off the plastic from the clay and I embrace that long-forgotten smell from my
childhood. It transports me to an old memory of visiting an elderly couple in a small
village, when I was around four or five years old. They were my maternal grandparents
living in a home with a mud floor. Coming from the city and only experiencing the
plastic linoleums and the squeaking parquet flooring in our government issued housing
units, a mud floor immediately captured my imagination, and as soon as my mom let
go off my hand, I lay down on the floor. To everyone's horror, I gently placed my cheek
on the floor, and closed my eyes. I can still feel that clay floor’s gentle coolness, the
calling smell and the silence of the earth.
I place the unwrapped clay on the table and for a moment I am lost in thoughts. I
wonder if my life here at the seminary is a story of mistranslations or the inability to
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reveal and share what I know. Realizing that my knowledge and understanding, may
remain dormant and imprisoned is an idea that hurts. I touch the cold clay, hardened
from the time it was untouched. I walk to the sink and fill up a plastic cup with warm
water. I break off a small piece of the clay, wet my fingers, and start molding. I have no
direction, no ideas, no plans. My only desire is to continue molding this piece of clay, to
warm it, to make it softer, melting it through my body’s heat, to make it more forgiving,
and malleable.

FIGURE 3.6. Sculpting Genesis: The Sacrifice of Isaac by Csaba Osvath. The
embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added
commentary. 112
Are there any connections between language and clay since they are both
mediums for creation and connection? I wish I could make my ideas visible and
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accessible. There is formation, there is birth, genesis. What if I use clay to translate or
make my ideas visible? What if I use clay to communicate? I have nothing to lose. I
recall the welcoming message from the note taped up to the entrance and I repeat it as
a mantra, every person, including me, is a special kind of artist. I am not comfortable
using this word artist to describe myself, but somehow it feels like a birthright. And I
haven't severed that connection with my childhood; the maker or creative self, being
lost in his play in the sand, creating a world as if it was the most natural thing in life.
I have a hard time suppressing the memories of my Hebrew Bible class, the
embarrassing moments, the stumbling, my resignation and the awkward apology I
used to excuse myself. Why is it so painful - not finding the words fast enough in my
dictionary, mispronouncing, not being understood? I wish I could find words faster or
hasten this process of translation with some warm water and massaging fingers, like I
do with the clay. I become conscious of my hands, the myriad of sensations from
temperature to pressure. After a few minutes, I can even sense some pain, tension in
the joints and muscles I didn't know existed. This feels good. There is a new
connection. Like reuniting with an old friend and getting lost in an effortless
conversation. I pay attention to this act of formation and the micro-genesis of shaping a
piece of clay. As I complete the softening of this small piece, I take another cold and
rigid dry piece of clay and start another round of resurrecting. I make it my goal to
refresh this bag of clay, to make it ready for something.
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Giving Birth (Fall 2001)
I am thinking about the creation story from class, the words, the sounds, the
images it evoked. I imagine God picking up a lump of clay and turning it into new
shapes and objects. Am I a creator?
Without hesitation, I mold the clay into new forms, hardly recognizable first, like
sprouting seeds emerging from the soil. It’s like a strange dance in which the creation
story provides the rhythm or the music, and the clay moves, changes through my hand.
I am not translating the story into clay. I am not even illustrating the text, making
representations of the words. I am doing something different. I am revealing something
beyond words or what the words point toward or attempt to capture. Perhaps words, or
the fixed text on the page are like columns of stone and I as the reader am casting
light, creating shadows through this interaction. I feel as if through clay I can make
these shadows visible. Or perhaps through molding this peace of clay I am resonating
with the text-bound story through a different frequency. I am expressing what I see
through the lens of language and clay. I make the shadows visible; and there is the
realization that through making, that same text or story I read many times, reaches a
different place, or it’s awakening new ideas, sensations within me.
Slowly the abstract clay formation begins to take a recognizable shape, though I
am not consciously aiming for a particular image. Nevertheless, the clay in front of me
resembles a bird, laying an egg. It is strange how this form, I declared to be a bird
evokes feelings of pain. I envision the body of the bird from the inside, creating an egg,
growing, pressing on the organs and wanting to exit or leave behind the body. There
must be a pain in all birth-giving, and I begin to envision God as a primordial bird,
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creating a nest and sitting on an egg, keeping it warm and protected from the
surrounding chaos. As I give more detail to this clay bird on its clay nest, I recall an old
childhood memory, witnessing the hatching of eggs at my great-grandmother’s kitchen.
I will never forget the sight of those yellow chicks and ducklings coming into the world
through those fully encasing shells, leaving behind the lifeless remains of the egg
which was often eaten by the mother hen. Of course, none of this is in text, but I start
with a bird, I start with this gentle creature. As I work with the clay, I remember how I
held baby ducks as a child with feelings of reverence, love, tenderness. Holding a
warm body in my hand, lifting it to my face, holding it to my chest, wanting to protect it.
But we also survived on the meat these sentient beings gave with their lives, taken by
the same hands that protected them. Perhaps this is the cost of incarnation and
existence. Life is dependent on death, a symbiotic bond that cannot be broken.
Nevertheless, even with the clay my desire is to give birth to a new shape that is
recognizable, a visible form that captures my understanding of Genesis, so it can be
shared with others. And sharing what I give life to is perhaps the key to belonging.
The more I try to mold the clay into a recognizable bird the more it resembles
something else. I lack the skills to express my idea of God as a feathery creature, so I
close my eyes and twist the clay with both hand while simultaneously pulling it until it
snaps into two halves. When I look at these long, twisted clay structures, I see mutual
pain. The singular pain of God becomes collective. I unite the two clay pieces and it
looks like an old tree trunk, resembling a pregnant body. I continue refining this new
composition resembling a pregnant body and another figure united in a treelike
existence, rooted in pain, capturing that moment of birth-giving.
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Am I capturing the biblical genesis story, or is it more about my pain of wanting
to give birth? Like the figures in the sculpture, I feel rooted in tradition and ideas, but at
the same time I am frozen and cemented, unable to move. I see myself in this tree-like
composition, and I realize how much I desire to give birth. I am pregnant but stuck.
Where are these revelations or insights coming from? Is it the clay? Why didn't I have
these ideas before? Are these new insights dependent on this new situation, the
pressure, the stress, or is it the act of making and working with clay?
Though I can't answer these questions, making must be a factor or perhaps it is
the act of making that becomes the gateway to articulate these insights.

FIGURE 3.7. Sculpting Genesis: Giving Birth by Csaba Osvath. The embedded
hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary. 113
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I continue shaping the clay, and the two figures in a treelike structure become
more prominent as I shape their upper bodies. I enjoy this process and I am surprised
by the joy resulting from the exchange of my hands and the clay. I am no longer aware
of the passing of time, and I feel both lost and found in the act of creation. It becomes
clear that I am not translating the text into clay, rather I capture how the story lives in
me at this very moment. And unlike writing or speech, the sculpture represents various
ideas, feelings, sentiments. They appear simultaneously, and like musical notes they
become an improvised melody. This object evokes sentiments or feelings about the
pain of birth, but it is also about creation. It similarly captures the pain of wanting to
share my world enclosed within me. And this object also helps me to see or notice
myself, for the first time, within the story. I feel as if I am inhabiting a text about god and
the creation of the world and I am experiencing the feelings both within and beyond the
text, the sounds of utterances, and the rules of grammar. This is also the first time I am
doing reading with my whole-body while simultaneously responding, channeling the
reading experience into another medium, another language that bears my fingerprints
and touch.
I enter a formerly unknown territory through this creative act of sculpting. I can
hear or perhaps I imagine hearing the voice emerging from the clay. Notice me, please.
Can you see the stretching flesh? Can you hear the rapidly beating heart? I trace my
hand over the swollen belly of the female figurine held by the male figure, like he is
trying to ease her pain. As I look at this joint composition of the two figures, I can
almost hear them talking to me.
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“We are not suffering alone. Do you notice how we are rooted and emerging
from this wooden table? We have no legs. We are like an old tree. Can you see the
roots?”
I didn’t make roots. Or did I forget? Or perhaps the roots are severed. I wonder if
the pain depicted in my sculpture has nothing to do with giving birth but being cut off
from its root system. I can identify with their pain. I feel very much cut off from the
source and since my arrival, there is a constant struggle of being stuck, unable to move
freely.
I can’t remember how much time I spent in the art studio, creating my first clay
sculpture, but I exited that space transformed. It was akin to a mystical experience and
I knew that I had something to share the next day with my classmates and professor,
even though my English language abilities remained on the same level.
Everyone turns toward me as I enter the classroom with a large cardboard box. I
walk to an unoccupied table toward the back of the classroom, and I place the box first
on an empty chair. I reach into the box. First, I take out my BHS and then I carefully
reach for the sculpture and place it next to it. My classmates gather around the
sculpture and there is a palpable excitement as they are asking questions, I barely
understand. However, my reaction to not grasping all the questions or understanding
my classmates is far from the deep frustration I experienced before. The presence of
the sculpture and the movements it generates creates a different emotional climate and
I feel as if this clay figurine is assisting my integration into the class and bridges the
gap between ideas, language, and membership in a community. There are still missing
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words in my vocabulary but now I can point to the sculpture, and I hear others offering
a variety of words to build on the conversation, to keep it alive.
I realize that my act of creating a sculpture based on the story we study in this
class, granted not only a new way of participation and acceptance but it also opened a
new path, an alternative way for me to contribute. From that day on, the studio became
my home, and that bag of clay a powerful language. The clay, as a flexible medium
with its potential to manifest into various forms can be approached as a natural
language or mother tongue as my first attempt to create a sculpture seemed somewhat
effortless and the process that began with the bag of rigid clay and the creation of my
first figurative sculpture, rooted in play or an unconscious effort that did not resemble
the process of acquiring a new language as an adult. Learning foreign languages was
never easy for me and I can still recall the arduous and cognitively demanding work of
learning Russian as a child and later, Greek, Hebrew, Latin, and English during my
early twenties. However, if I approach clay and its molding, sculpting as a proxy for
language and language learning, it resembles the seemingly effortless acquisition of
Hungarian - my mother tongue as an infant. Though, in retrospect, I also realize that if
the medium had been something that required a complex set of skills and tools to mold
the material, such as stone or wood sculpting, probably it would have been a less
liberating process. Nevertheless, I stumbled upon a material that offered a wide array
of expressions with relatively easy ways to make revisions or adjustments. It’s the ease
of transformation, the changing of form that might be the key aspect of communicating
or meaning making. If language itself is viewed as a medium for communication and
meaning making, like clay, then all processes regardless of the objective of language
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use, will depend on the individual’s attempt of making changes or transforming it. The
alphabet in a writing system or the phonemes in speech, are like the lump of old clay
before I began transforming it. They possess an objective reality with perhaps some
inherent meaning, however, without a transformative engagement, they remain only a
possibility or a potential.
When I look up, I realize that Dr. Hopkins is kneeling next to the table, looking at
the sculpture from eye level.
“This is it, Csaba. I just had an idea,” professor says as he stands up and moves
a few steps away from the table but still looks at the sculpture, with a rhythmic nodding
of his head.
“I think this is it. I know it’s unconventional, but why not create your reflection
papers as a series of sculptures? I am not worried about your skills in speaking or
writing in English. It will come slowly with time. Don't force it. You can't hasten it. And
what I am looking for in this seminar is primarily how students make connections with
the story and build on that connection in ways that will serve life.”
“Excuse me, Dr. Hopkins, I am not sure what it means to serve life,” I say still
trying to find the right Hungarian equivalent to each word he shared.
“What I mean is that seminary education in general is a preparation to serve
others. What you learn here will hopefully shape or deepen your ministry, which is to
serve the life of others - the life of your congregation, and yours. That's the goal here at
least for those of you who choose the path of ministering to people. Consequently, we
practice exegesis not just for the sake of understanding. Yes, we seek meaning and
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understanding but the goal is to become an instrument through the story, to let the
story transform you, and through your ministry to transform others. The Hebrew text we
study here will eventually become a sermon or better, the text will turn into
nourishment, the source of comfort, the source of meaning, worship, life, through your
voice and embodied presence in the world.”

FIGURE 3.8. Sculpting Genesis: Struggling with God by Csaba Osvath. The embedded
hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary. 114
I kept Professor Hopkins’s words close to my heart as I continued working on
my interpretive, narrative sculptures throughout the semester. The studio became my
home and sanctuary, and I spent more and more time there. Each time I completed a
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sculpture I brought it up to my room, eventually taking up all the available flat surfaces
on the bookshelf, windowsill, and the writing desk in my small room.
I am surrounded by these clay figurines, and I often wonder about the
relationship between the text, I have been studying in Dr. Hopkins's class and these
creations. Does the text or story serve as a metaphorical springboard from which I
jump into a freefall? Are these sculptures my interpretations, a new text, a new story?
As I look at my hands and reflect on this new form of “writing” through shaping, I
discover clay fragments under my nails. I roll my index finger around my thumb and a
thin clay piece rolls into a thin tube, sticking to the edge of my nail. Like a miniature
worm or a serpent, I realize how clay is part of my existence, like language.
As I continue to survey the growing collection of sculptures in my room, there is
a sense of fulfillment and accomplishment. These works or creations are engendered
by touch, the use of my hands. My body moved, turned, touched, and the clay took
new forms. I recall Dr. Hopkins’ comment after one class when he suggested that
these sculptures have a lot to say or reveal about me.
Can or should I separate myself from the story? In what ways are these ancient
biblical stories also about me? What are the purposes behind written stories? How
should I engage or what is my role as a reader? My reading practice now extends into
transforming clay. And now, as I share the “fruits” of my reading, I am not limited to
writing or speech, but have a third manifestation: aesthetic objects. Throughout my
schooling, I studied, engaged with text. I reflected, contemplated, read commentaries,
consulted dictionaries but what became visible or how my work with text gained
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visibility was primarily through writing. This is the first time in my life when reading and
communication is influenced, shaped, and enhanced by a creative act of artmaking or
working with clay. This creative engagement, however, is not entirely foreign to me, as
it connects to an earlier stage in my childhood, a time when drawing pictures was an
effortless engagement. It was a brief time period before peer pressure or the
expectations set by authorial figures, but I clearly recall a time when I was fully
confident in my abilities and nothing seemed impossible to achieve through drawing.
When Dr. Hopkins visits me in the studio one day, he says that art is a form of
commentary so I should start approaching the process of making sculptures, as part of
my course work, as if writing a biblical commentary. Indeed, being in seminary,
researching, writing and reading commentaries on existing text is a key activity in
which students engage. However, I never considered objects without textual features
as commentaries. All my previous theological commentaries or exegetical papers
mirrored the text and drew from what I was reading but now as I am working with the
clay and consider it as a form of communication or even writing, it opens and allows
access to another dimension in meaning-making and communicating my ideas, and
discoveries. Writing and artmaking are both embodied engagements and perhaps they
are rooted in the same desire or the intention to transform the invisible realm of ideas,
thoughts, feelings into a form accessible by others. Working with clay or writing through
clay also deepens my engagement with writing, as I rediscover the complexity of the
writing process.
Typing on my computer’s keyboard or even writing with my hand comes with a
certain degree of familiarity and a known territory. However, when writing becomes a
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habitual or familiar process, I no longer pay attention to full experience. My body is
engaged, involved, yes, there is even a set of complex sensations from the sound of
the keys as they are pressed with my fingertips. I feel the rising heat generated by my
processor and graphics card. There is also the soft sound of graphite moving across
the page when writing by hand, and the ability to capture my inner world through
writing should be an ecstatic experience. To rediscover the significance and splendor
of traditional literacy engagements, such as writing by hand or on the keyboard, was
facilitated by my engagement with clay. When sculpting, there is a frequent realization
of an underlying euphoric experience. Especially during the first few weeks of working
in the studio, it brought an almost rapturous joy, prompted by the re-discovery of smell,
temperature, viscosity, the wet clay between my fingers, the heat of my body
transferred to the cool clay, the flexibility, and the potential of expressing myself without
the arduous process of rote learning and being frustrated of not knowing enough. For
me, learning a second or third language as an adult has always been a slow and
cognitively demanding process, and during my first semester in the United States,
whenever I engaged in reading or writing in English, there was this sensation that my
understanding based on what I read or the way I captured my ideas in writing was in a
way impoverished. It felt lacking. There is a constant sense of uncertainty of not
knowing if my sentences are correct or my ideas are clear for my readers. There is an
underlying frustration of not knowing how to match ideas or feelings with words or how
to use a different set of grammatical rules, one that feels illogical and irrational. When I
read, I see images, I hear voices, sounds, but the thoughts emerging from this process,
the images and sounds are not static or well defined. If my vocabulary and writing
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ability is a symbolic camera, I can only capture a hazy or out of focus snapshot, a
frozen moment of this shifting, moving tableau of constant fluctuation. My inner life of
thoughts and feelings are constantly shifting, shapeshifting, and this becomes a source
of a restless frustration when it comes to writing. When I attempt to describe these
wavering and changing thoughts, it is more of a description and not a representation,
because when I read my own writing, it shows only a resemblance of my inner world.
However, my new engagement with the clay and the process of sculpting helps to
narrow or even bridge this gap between the invisible and the visible, between thoughts
and representation.

FIGURE 3.9. Sculpting Genesis: The Sacrifice of Isaac by Csaba Osvath. The
embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added
commentary. 115
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Each week, as I begin working on a new sculpture and story, I realize that these
clay creations are just as much about me as about the text. It is through the act of
making that the written story suddenly opens-up and lets me enter and merge with it.
Maybe this entry is strengthened by the phenomena of the touch and the physical
sensations resulting from my bodily interactions as I mold the material. And this
experience of becoming one or merging with the written story is palpable. I feel as if I
am enfolded in my work. I reach for my notebook, and I write
...it’s all here: humanity, creation, limitations, bounded interconnection with its
terrifying consequences, the continuation of new life through birth-giving.
The next day, Dr. Hopkins makes a remark during class that it is not only the
reader who searches for answers, solutions, guidance or comfort from the text, but the
story itself also asks and searches us. A good story probes into our lives with an
expectation or possibility to commune and connect. This reminds me of my
hermeneutics professor in Hungary who went even further, suggesting that stories
have their own existence. He asked as to treat and engage with stories as if they
possess sentience or if they can feel, hear, communicate, take on roles, such as a
friend, a parent, a guide, or a trickster. And in seminary, where the object of our study
were the scriptures, it wasn’t a farfetched idea as most people viewed the sacred
scriptures as divinely inspired through which God communicates. Working with clay
reinforces this relational approach to reading and writing, as the process itself
resembles a conversation, an organic exchange between the text or story, my hands,
the clay, and the process of transforming the material.
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In addition, prior to this experience of sculpting clay into tangible objects as my
responses to stories, I never thought that stories are prompts or invitations to create, or
to respond through creating. I am realizing through this act of crafting that I am no
longer just witnessing, acknowledging, consuming a story through reading a text on the
page. The medium of clay and the artistic process helps me notice aspects of the story
I never saw or paid attention to before. For example, it is evident from reading the
Genesis story that God creates not only through speech but also by taking the clay to
form life, breathing life into them. There are two distinct creation stories in the Book of
Genesis, and it seems that God abandons or moves away from language, picks up an
ordinary material and begins crafting and then inhaling life into it. I am beginning to see
Genesis as a collection of explicit stories not about the origin of life and the drama of
human existence, but more as a set of prompts, an invitation to create out of these
narratives. There is also an invitation to set aside language and pick up the clay. In a
sense, the story itself becomes my raw material. Now, I am making concretely sensible
through actively making something. And the complex engagement of using my hands,
materials and tools, offers a different set of insights when it comes to comprehension
and meaning making. It is a truism of literacy that reading, thinking, and writing about
story leads to distinct discoveries. However, working with the clay brings forth other or
different things, insights that perhaps could not come through literacy processes. I am
not diminishing the power of writing as a tool in meaning-making. What I am
experiencing through interacting with clay is another layer of understanding. Sculpting
meaning offers different epiphanies than do writing and reading. My personal epiphany
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regarding the power of forming meaning from material is an important discovery for the
development of incarnational literacy.
The Sacrifice of Isaac (Fall 2001)
Towards the end of the semester, as we begin discussing the controversial story
of Isaac’s sacrifice, Dr. Hopkins asks me to place my newest sculpture on his desk so
the class can all gather around it. The sculpture depicts the moment when Abraham is
ready to kill his son, Isaac, a murder requested by God. The knife is in Abraham’s hand
is pushed toward his son. Isaac holds the head of his father with both hands, looking
into Abrahams eyes. In their gaze I wanted to capture love and confusion. I tried to
imagine myself as Isaac, realizing that my own father is going to end my life. As a child,
I had experienced the harsh reality of domestic violence. Working on this sculpture
brought back memories of harsh corporeal punishments I endured. In recollection, I am
saddened by the reality of how love and violence coexisted in our everyday household.
The base of the sculpture is depicting a ram with large horns, suggesting the
near future in which an animal will replace Isaac. However, also present in my
composition there is also Sarah, Isaac’s mother and Abraham’s wife. She is the third,
prominent figure who is grabbing the sharp blade of the knife and pulling it away from
her son towards herself.
“Csaba,” Dr. Hopkins says with a tone of confusion, "there is no mother
mentioned in the text. Why did you include Sarah? Don’t you agree that the author
intentionally excluded the mother from that scene? What could be the reason for a
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missing mother?’ He turns to the class and asks from all of us. “Why is the mother
silent?”
I am surprised to hear these questions from Dr. Hopkins because his questions
are identical to the ones I asked myself while working on the sculpture. And it is also
significant that my original composition did not include Sarah. But no matter how I
altered and reshaped Abraham and his son, there was some aspect missing. First, I
saw it as an aesthetic or design problem. Even adding the ram as a base did not offer
that sense of satisfaction or aesthetic balance I was searching for. As I worked I kept
thinking of the mother. Once present in my mind, it was her silence and absence from
the story that prompted her inclusion in the composition. Once present, I could no
longer imagine the story without her. She completes the composition.
“So, Csaba, can you tell us why you made a decision to include Sarah in this
scene, this moment, depicting the moment when Abraham is about to kill his son.”
“Yes, Professor Hopkins. To be honest, the inclusion of the mother was a later
decision. I did not have her in the sculpture for days. I relied on the text and tried to be
faithful to what was written. It was just the figures of Abraham, Isaac, then the ram. But
something was missing, and as I reread the entire story, and the events prior to this
passage we are studying, I took the liberty to include the mother in the scene,” I say.
Professor Hopkins looks at the sculpture intently, focusing on the
disproportionately large hands of Isaac holding gently onto Abraham’s cheeks.
“And I see you have Isaac's hands bearing the resemblance of the crucifixion.
Indeed, it is a traditional Christian interpretation to see the foreshadowing of Christ's
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sacrifice in this story, but your focus seems to be on that very moment, right before the
sacrifice would take place. So, correct me if I am mistaken, but are you suggesting that
it wasn’t God who stops Abraham but Sarah, the mother of Isaac?”
Professor Hopkins points to Sarah’s hand holding and pulling the knife back and
away from her son.
“Oh, look at this. I can see the knife cutting into her hand. It's a bold
interpretation. What are you trying to say? Is God a mother? Or is it the mother’s love
that can represent divine intervention?”
“Yes. I was thinking along similar lines. Sarah is the one who gave life to Isaac
so I just couldn't imagine her not having the agency to stop the killing. In the story,
there is nobody advocating for Isaac or trying to stop God. So, I imagined the mother
who could have intervened in direct opposition to God's commandment. She is like Eve
who rebels or violates God's restrictive law, but without her disobedience, we would not
be here. And to be honest, I am not sure if I really saw God in the story or knew how to
include it, because the story was no longer about God.”
“I read the story many times but now, as I was working with the clay, those acts
of shaping, reshaping shifted my attention to this inherent conflict within the story,
namely that we are willing to destroying something or someone we gave life to. And
though the story centers on Abraham’s conflict with his God, I could not identify with
him or perhaps, I chose not to. It was even more painful watching my representation of
him in the sculpture than reading about him in the story. Maybe, I don't want to face my
own destructive desires, and I am afraid of trusting the voice of God. How far can I go
109

following a God who demands I kill own child? This is what Kierkegaard describes as
the teleological suspension over the ethical, but I cannot accept that God's command
can override ethical norms.” 116
“I understand, Csaba,” Professor Hopkins says with empathy. “So, perhaps this
is the reason you included the mother, in place of God. You know this is an interesting
proposal, seeing the mother as the creator of life and the one who intervenes on behalf
of Isaac.”
As I listen to Dr. Hopkins’ remark, I am also realizing how much I wanted this for
myself throughout my life. To have my mother intervene and stop the knife, stop the
violence. And the sculpture offers a hint. There is a barely visible scar on the upper lips
of Isaac, the same I have from a particularly violent blow during my childhood. And this
is the shift which indicates that the sculpture is no longer about the Book of Genesis. It
is my testimony of surviving childhood, my childhood. But contrary to the apparent
analogy between Isaac and Christ, I don't see myself as a Christ figure or as a Savior.
However, depicting Isaac as a proto-Christ figure offers the possibility to evolve into
that “ecce homo” who embodies love and courage, who tend the needs of the
marginalized and who speaks truth to power.
Struggling with God (Fall 2001)
“So, this is your final composition,” Professor Hopkins says, while I reposition
the sculpture on a pile of books in his office desk. Our conversations about art and the
stories from Genesis grew more intimate and I no longer experienced a language
barrier, especially when I had a sculpture with me.
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“Let me guess,” Professor Hopkins leans closer to the sculpture. “Jacob’s fight with
the angel?”
“Yes, it’s titled, Struggling with God.”
Professor Hopkins remains silent but intently waiting.
“Dr. Hopkins, I am struggling with God. The last few months have been painful,
because this is the first time in my life I am seeing things from a very different
perspective. Artmaking allowed me to succeed in your class but at the same time this
new engagement has caused me some major shifts in my ways of looking at the world,
religion, and also myself.”

FIGURE 3.10. Sculpting Genesis: Struggling with God by Csaba Osvath. The
embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added
commentary. 117
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“Can you explain how this shift in perspectives resulted in a struggle with God?”
“I am changing like the clay. I am more and more confident with this medium and
the first time in my life I know what I want to do. I want to create art, and I want to
rethink, re-explore religion, my faith through making.”
“That’s sounds like a perfect Master or even Doctoral thesis.”
“Yes,” I say and close my eyes as I pause.
“Yes, but?” Professor Hopkins asks.
“I feel as if I am losing my faith. I feel as this new dance with the arts is turning into
a wrestling with God.”
“As it should be. I think that’s exactly what the story is suggesting or inviting. See, I
love how you captured this painful entanglement. You cannot even separate the two
figures. This is a representation of incarnation; a merging of human and divine into a
single form that carries pain but also hope. And wrestling with ideas is often more
valuable than accepting them or adopting them. Remember the adage – to trust those
who seek the truth but not those who found it? And perhaps for you it is making that
will allow you to enter this transformative struggle, this search after truth. Even though
your English language skills were limited compared to the native English speakers in
our class, you found a way to access a depth of understanding and engagement with
the text that no other students could. I want you to continue reading and writing through
clay and artmaking. Enter stories through clay and bring forth that which conventional
reading or study might be unable to access or uncover.”
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Re-Entering the Phone Booth (Summer, 2021)
I am standing in a luscious, Japanese garden. It’s the middle of the night and all
I can hear are the distant sounds of crickets and perhaps some birds. I am mesmerized
by the brightness of the Milky Way, and it seems closer, almost reachable. As I turn
around, I spot a few fireflies hovering above the tall, ornamental glass. Then, I hear a
gentle voice,
Now that you have experienced these stories and felt the power of connection,
step into the phone booth and leave a message to someone you lost.
I have been re-visiting this virtual phone booth frequently during the last two
years. After each funeral, I enter the phone booth, pick up the receiver and talk to the
person, whose funeral service was held by the church. But today, it feels different. The
sweeping, indiscriminate cry, the memories of my first semester in the U.S., and
learning to sculpt, using clay to learn and communicate. Now, even this virtual
recreation of a phone booth opens new layers of meaning. Its raw material is also
language, code, shaped by individuals, and like working with clay, the manifestation of
language is neither a text bound story, nor speech, but a functioning object. I step into
the phone booth, and I feel as if I am in a phone booth. I know that I am physically in
the basement in our house, tethered to a computer, but that “real” reality is simply
replaced with what I see and experience inside this volumetric virtual space. I reach for
the old-fashioned receiver and it lifts from its base. It’s a functioning object, a
functioning space, inviting interaction, inviting me to “play.” Similarly, one important
possibility of lived literacy - the act of reading and writing - is to create functioning
spaces others may inhabit and interact with. Now, I realize that responding to the
stories from the Book of Genesis was a creative literacy engagement. And the
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underlying process of changing meaning by transforming clay, as if composing poetry
from words, resulted in an object, as well as in a new space. Seeing my professor and
fellow students gather around these sculptures and discussing ideas, signifies the
importance of linguistic and artistic engagements that together create such spaces
where meaning can stay in motion and be shaped into new ideas or paradigms.
I take a deep breath and look at the notebook in front of me where other visitors
to this phone booth left messages, but since it is in Japanese, I don’t understand them.
Nevertheless, I am comforted by the presence of these handwritten notes. I take a
deep breath, and sit down inside the phone booth, which is in my basement, linking
reality with this other world. This connection is enough to start talking to - or perhaps
with - Mr. Koncz whose funeral was today. I reassure him about his family, though I
mention how his wife cried during the service. I tell him how the service made me think
about my arrival in the U.S. and how I made it through my first semester by creating
sculptures. Mr. Koncz seemed surprised that I am an artist and asked why I never talk
about it in church. We talk for at least forty-five minutes and as I am more and more
aware of the discomfort caused by the headset, I tell him that I will come back and
perhaps bring his wife with me one day. He sounds delighted and I deeply appreciate
this encounter. This is the intended objective of incarnational literacy, to engage in a
process that lessens the pain and allows us to feel more connected.
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FIGURE 3.11. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy:אשׁית
ִ  ְ ּ◌ ֵרDigital
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Collage and Videorecording.
17F

Quote from Phone of the wind. (2017)
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13474814
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There is a similar strategy being promoted for composing in translingual spaces Canagarajah (2011)
research suggests that the author can defer translation for its desired impact on imagined readers.
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Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47vc_VFfhaA
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Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=daimtzpXUqA
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Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13475036
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Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/13474910
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Sharing these experiences underlines the importance of the translanguaging movement for education
(Conteh 2018; MacSwan 2017; García and Kleifgen, 2020).
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Kierkegaard, & Hannay, A. (1985). Fear and trembling. Penguin Books.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE FIFTH GOSPEL
“We encode ourselves into what we make...our ideas, our values, our sense of
presence.” 119
“I think if we are going to make something to help people, it would be something that
helped them see themselves.” 120

Introduction
In 2003, two years after my arrival to the United States I began an internship at
the National Institutes of Health, pursuing clinical pastoral education through a level 1
training program. At the same time, I was also entering a doctoral program at Wesley
Theological Seminary, pursuing a Doctor of Ministry degree (D.Min) in Arts and
Theology, under the mentorship of the liturgical, fiber artist, Catherine Kapikian.
Prior to the NIH, I worked in clinical settings, mainly designing and facilitating
educational programs for young cancer patients at a university hospital in Debrecen,
Hungary. Ministering to the sick was something I deeply valued, and I considered
pursing pastoral care in a healthcare setting as a potential future profession. Clinical
chaplaincy is considered a healing profession, and at NIH as a chaplaincy intern, I was
considered a healthcare provider with access to patients’ charts, participation in patient
rounds, and attending meetings with a team of physicians and nurses regarding
treatment plans.
It is important to point out that unlike physicians and scientists, chaplains
facilitate healing and care primarily through language and their physical presence.
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Although there are secular chaplains who do not associate with a religious or spiritual
tradition, most chaplains represent a particular denomination and use their respected
theology as an integral part of their ministry. Most religious traditions place an
emphasis on healing and health, and foundational religious figures, like the Buddha or
Jesus were also considered as competent healers. All four Gospels in the New
Testament, for example, narrate Jesus’ work as a healer, and these stories also affirm
the vital role of language in the context of healing, as Jesus primarily uses words
accompanied with touch to restore one’s health. I find this integration or synthesis of
language and touch important in theorizing incarnational literacy. There are existential
benefits of extending speech or language use into a concrete physical contact with an
intention to connect and heal another being. Similarly, within the domain of mental
health, language and discourse often play a primary role, pointing to the healing or
restorative dimensions of language use. In addition, the practice of biblio-therapy, or
stream of consciousness writing has been used as a therapeutical tool. 121
Incarnational literacy embraces and promotes language use that may promote
or positively contribute to one’s well-being or facilitate the process of healing. As with
the therapeutical benefits of art-therapy and pastoral counseling, I believe Incarnational
Literacy as a method and practice can similarly foster healing or aid recovery from
mental or physical ailments.
As an intern, working at a prestigious research hospital, I encountered the rarest
terminal diseases and a high degree of pain I had never witnessed before. I realized
that I was emotionally unprepared to face or witness extreme suffering. This was also
the first time in my life when I had to provide pastoral counseling for adults with severe
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brain injuries at a neurology inpatient clinic. Most of my patients had severe cases of
aphasia; thus communication and language use often resulted in an experience of
frustration and feelings of being disconnected and unheard. My own crisis of language
and existence was rooted in these difficult encounters. My perceived inability to
connect through language with patients negatively affected almost all aspects of my
life. I was also struggling with the chaplaincy program’s expectation to rely on the tools
and methods of religion, such as scripture and prayer to contribute to the healing
processes. In a congregational setting, surrounded by a familiar community, I felt
competent to talk about, reflect on, and discuss scripture publicly. In a liturgical setting,
even praying publicly was an engagement I could perform with ease. However, this
new setting or situation at NIH generated so much anxiety that I struggled connecting
through prayer or discussing scripture with patients. Even though I had a certain
degree of competence in reading and speaking to people, I found myself avoiding
patients or family members.
Even though I could read and understand case histories and I had the writing
skills to create written narratives of my visits, I perceived the actual encounters with
patients as a failure of communication, language, and care giving. To use Paulo
Freire’s term, I was competent in reading the word; however, I failed in my reading of
the world, or in my attempt to commune with patients in ways that contributed to their
well-being. My inability to connect or fulfill my role as a care giver through language
placed me in a fragile situation as an intern and my supervisor recommended
withdrawal from the program. Perhaps out of desperation, one morning I brought my
sketchbook with me to the clinical center, and while I was waiting at a nurse's station
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for the doctors to complete rounds, I started to sketch. First it was a collection of
random patterns, a kind of nervous doodling to ameliorate my anxiety and work up
some courage to knock at the doors of patients once the doctors left. But to my
surprise my act of drawing begun to draw people closer.
Doctors, patients, and visitors approached me, wanting to take a closer look at
my work, and asking questions about it. Perhaps, a working artist was an unusual but
intriguing and approachable sight in this setting. Soon, I began using drawing
deliberately to ignite conversations and I started to bring my sketchbook and pens to
my assigned visits. I also began to create an improvised method to create drawings of
my life at NIH. During the morning, before my rounds, while reading someone’s
medical chart, I began sketching based on what I read. Each information fragment on
the chart became a symbolic, often abstract, pictorial sign on the paper that served as
the foundation for a drawing as I expanded and built on these initial sketches during
and after my visits with the patient. This was the first time when I deliberately combined
reading and drawing and used the medium on pen and ink to create a visual
representation of a written document, i.e., someone’s medical history. Just having a
sketchbook and pens with me at NIH eased my anxiety and it felt easier to knock on
doors, enter hospital rooms and waiting rooms, and to connect with patients and their
families. As with the clay figurines I created during my first semester at Wesley
Theological Seminary, the act of drawing and carrying a sketchbook offered a new
space for me to expand or feel more grounded. I also noticed that a sketchbook in my
hand made me more approachable and relatable than holding or carrying a Bible.
However, this unorthodox approach to pastoral counseling wasn’t supported or
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encouraged by my supervisor, and the tension between us and the conflicting
paradigms became more and more visible even outside of the department. When I
made a commitment not to use drawing or bring a sketchbook to my sessions, the
larger NIH community collectively advocated for my approach of connecting with the
patients and using drawing to capture their stories, and many clinicians reached out to
my supervisor to share how their patients benefited from these interactions. Engaging
with patients through drawing and using drawing to guide or structure our
conversations also shifted my approach to pastoral counseling. Initially, the goal was to
share biblical stories or to use the gospel to facilitate the healing conversations.
However, drawing created more opportunities for me to remain silent, letting the
patients talk, as I approached my role more as an artist whose objective is to create a
record or a visual story (writing with images) of our shared experiences through the
medium of pen and ink.
Toward the end of my internship, I was invited to exhibit these drawings at NIH’s
Clinical Center. I titled the exhibit, The Fifth Gospel: Through the Eyes of the Chaplain,
emphasizing how I related to the patients’ lives and to their stories.
I consider my NIH work as a rich literacy activity, as I was engaging with people
through reading, writing, and artmaking. In this chapter, I introduce drawing as a
potential artistic medium in Incarnational Literacy. I reflect on what ways drawing could
be used as an extension of reading as well as a form of writing and storytelling. I
demonstrate how drawing can become a powerful literacy medium, as I describe
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through a series of autoethnographic vignettes how I experimented with and used this
artistic medium to overcome a crisis of language and a difficult, existential situation.

FIGURE 4.1. Conceptualizing the dissertation chapter: The Fifth Gospel. 3D model and
virtual reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to
access a large-scale image with added commentary. 122

I revisit these memories during COVID-19, through playing the videogame Eliza;
While playing this narrative video game, I took on the role of Evelyn Ishino-Aubrey, a
34-year-old woman. In the game, she is a former software engineer, and the developer
of the AI counseling program, Eliza. It is her story that helped me revisit the memories
of my time at NIH, where I completed my clinical pastoral education training 18 years
ago. The slow, mediative pace of the game offered a unique virtual space and time to
reexplore my experiences at NIH. Like Evelyn, I was expected to follow a script and
strict protocol to conduct my counseling sessions, limiting the literacy engagement to
reading a text, and repeating words out loud. Though my script was not generated by
an artificial intelligence, as in the game, as an intern I was expected to follow my
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supervisor’s script, which created a similar tension Evelyn experienced with Eliza and
her supervisors in the game. Soren and the Rainer, Evelyn’s former employers in this
videogame are like a composite character of my NIH supervisor and they represent
similar values and perspectives. Through Evelyn’s interactions with her employers, I
had a unique opportunity to revisit and reexamine my relationship and struggle with Dr.
Smith, my NIH supervisor.
To construct the following autoethnographic vignettes, I spent hours reengaging, reflecting, and looking at the digital copies of the original drawings I created
during my NIH internship. I also re-read the notes, titles, descriptions I prepared and
provided for the NIH exhibit. I also incorporated letters and notes I wrote and received
during this time. allows us to feel more connected.

FIGURE 4.2 . Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: The Fifth Gospel
Digital Collage and Videorecording. 123
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The Fifth Gospel
Playing Eliza (Summer 2021)

FIGURE 4.3. Playing Eliza. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video Montage. Copyright
2017 by Zachtronics. 124
I recognize my own tiredness in Evelyn’s eyes. Since I control the progression of
the game with the click of the mouse, I linger on this opening scene, depicting Evelyn.
Our eyes meet and I experience a sense of peace and belonging. I am drawn to her
stylized, digitally rendered image. I find the game’s lack of animation soothing and
relaxing, and I appreciate the opportunity to stay with and carefully observe the still
images with minimal animation, as I play this visual novel. 125 This experience triggers
some memories of working in hospice and hospitals, entering a minimalist environment
where everything comes to a standstill, offering a unique opportunity to observe the
finest details of person’s hand or face, or to watch someone’s breathing. As a
reader/player I slowly enter Evelyn’s life through the unfolding story, and reading about
her life, becomes an invitation to inhabit her story.
Evelyn’s modest outfit, the grey hoodie and dark blue jean jacket is reminiscent
of the way I dressed during my college years in Hungary. The voice of Aily Kei, who is
the narrator for Evelyn, projects a complex emotional landscape, colored with tiredness
and sadness, which feels familiar and even soothing. I never liked my voice, so
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stepping into a character and identifying with a different voice, without a heavy Eastern
European accent, feels liberating.

FIGURE 4.4. A scene from the videogame, Eliza. The embedded hyperlink allows
viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary. Copyright 2017 by
Zachtronics. 126
Evelyn’s countenance, her blue eyes, and shoulder length, dark-brown hair
remind me of a dear friend from college. It’s remarkable how an image, a word, or a
sentence can transport or reconnect us with people, feelings, events, or longsuppressed memories. I rest my finger on the illuminated gaming mouse as I finish
reading and listening to a conversation between Evelyn and her friend, Nora. 127 But
instead of prompting the progression of the story with a click of the mouse button, I
stay with this image, thinking of my friend, Anna. This literacy engagement of playing a
visual novel (a video game) shifts my mood and offers alternative paths to take for my
own research. 128 I rest my eyes on this visual composition on the screen, depicting
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Evelyn and Nora, but through imagination, I find myself in an unfolding memory, sitting
at the kitchen's table in Anna’s apartment, having herbal tea from a beautifully crafted
handmade mug. I try to recall why our friendship ended, and I search my memories for
clues. Paradoxically, I am playing a game about a fictional character’s life, but Evelyn’s
story also creates these metaphorical bridges linking my past and present, allowing me
to situate myself in this moment.
Evelyn’s story, her voice, her visual representation on the screen embodies grief
and burnout. As a player incarnating her story, and trying to exist in her life, right now, I
am comforted. I feel less alone, and this opportunity of becoming Evelyn feels as if I
can share or lighten the portion of my suffering with a fictional character who is,
through play, becoming a second self. It’s worth noting how fictional characters can
provide comfort and a sense of relatedness, and as I complete a new chapter in this
visual novel, I feel closer to her. There is an experience of a shared empathetic
understanding, and I also want to protect her. She reveals the reason why she quit her
promising carrier and prestigious position, taking a three-years long pause. I can’t help
but think of my own withdrawal and silence, when I abandoned my research and
dissertation.
After twenty minutes of gameplay, Evelyn reveals that while she was the lead
programmer, developing the AI counseling program, Eliza, her coworker and friend
tragically died. Following or prompted by this loss, Evelyn disappears for three years
and then returns to work as a proxy for one of the counselling centers, using the Eliza
AI. Nobody at the counseling center knows that she was one of the lead designers and
software architect for Eliza as she steps into the lowly job of a proxy whose only
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responsibility is to provide a physical presence and read Eliza’s script from an AR
interface. The job doesn’t require a degree in psychology or counseling, only basic
literacy skills to read aloud Eliza’s prompts. As a proxy, I (Evelyn) lose agency and
autonomy. There is still a deep listening component in my role as Evelyn the proxy, but
my resonance with the clients’ stories remains dormant, as I can only utter the words
prompted by the AI (Eliza).

FIGURE 4.5. A scene from the videogame, Eliza, featuring Maya Leeds. The
embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added
commentary. Copyright 2017 by Zachtronics. 129
Following a script generated by artificial intelligence, first feels relaxing, but after
a few counseling sessions, there is an experience of frustration. The game does not
allow me the option to resist or deviate from the script. I know deviation would result in
my immediate termination, as it was stated in the contract I signed when I accepted the
role of the proxy. This engagement with clerical literacy, where my agency and
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autonomy have been greatly limited feels unjust and painful. My only option to resist
this forced engagement is to exit and end the game altogether, but I feel attached to
Evelyn, and I cannot afford not knowing what happens to her. So, I decide to play
along and realize that I can still make choices outside of work, outside of the
counseling center.
Seeing returning patients also results in a form of attachment thus, as a player, I
want to know what will happen to them. In their shared stories, I discover my own
questions and struggles. For example, I recognize myself in Maya’s struggle, who is an
artist, but labels her journey futile and unsuccessful. And there is also this internal
tension, embodied by Evelyn who created this AI to help people, but as a proxy her
role becomes limited to uttering words and lending her body to represent the human
touch or human connection.
I wonder if scripted curriculums and the expectations of following scripts indeed
limits the power or the reach of a literacy centered on caring, rendering teachers into
proxies. But through Evelyn, I begin to understand the complexity of helping or caring
through language. I learn that her original intention with the AI was to create an entity
who can listen deeply to people with undivided attention. The Eliza program is based
on the insight of deep listening and how presence and deep listening is perhaps the
most valuable form of psychological support. As Evelyn explain this to a young
software engineer, I remember my most challenging situations as a pastoral counsellor
- those last visits at hospices and hospitals, when someone was facing death and I was
called to offer support. But as I recall these encounters, I realize that the use and role
of language or the exchange of words in these situations are often replaced or
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diminished by the quality of embodied presence, touch, and silence. These moments
also offer a deeper insight into language and what constitute language. Is listening
deeply a fundamental part of language? Is my posture, presence, and touch part of my
language? How does silence and listening relate or rely on each other? What is the
role of silence and listening in language and literacy?
When Evelyn’s cellphone indicates a new incoming message, I click on the
interface and find a message from Erlend, the young software engineer who is now the
lead programmer for Eliza. Erlend’s youthful enthusiasm and passion for Evelyn’s work
reminds me of my friendship with my artist-mentor Cathy Kapikan at Wesley Seminary.
As I witness the exchange of text messages between Evelyn and Erlend, I remember
Cathy’s letters and emails, with a quality of wisdom and caring friendship Evelyn offers
to Erlend.
Remembering Cathy’s Class (Summer 2021)
It takes a few hours of searching to find Cathy’s letter, but I need to re-read her
letter and re-experience the connection. It’s a bit like searching for medicinal plants
with my great grandmother, walking through the forest, spending hours looking for
herbs and edible mushrooms. Though my basement studio is far from resembling the
foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, going through a pile of boxes, stacked high
alongside the wall, feels productive, and I am similarly searching for nourishment and
something to ease my pain. When I find a folder with the Wesley Seminary’s Dadian
Gallery logo on it, I know that it contains Cathy’s letter, and it is attached to a paper I
wrote about my NIH experience. I remove the paperclip from the stash of paper and
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begin to read Cathie’s letter slowly, aloud, as I desperately need a voice to bring these
words closer.
February 18, 2004
The Henry Luce III Center for The Arts and Religion
Dear Csaba,
Now I understand. Now I understand. In the quiet of this late afternoon, I have
slowly perused your drawings and consequently entered a world otherwise closed
to me. I see you in your own “Borinage.” The analogy is striking. I also see that by
sheer fact of identifying yourself with Van Gogh’s particular experience, you were
empowered to cope by drawing.
I never until now fully realized that all the drawing was done after the fact and then
taken back to the patient. What an extraordinary experience for both of you. Your
coping in some way parallels that of Maxwell Lawton’s years ago when,
hospitalized, he was told he had three months to live. Maxwell laid in bed and drew
pictures, of the nurses, of the stuff around, etc. He is alive and well today. We
artists continually seek to transcend a situation.
Dare I say I have favorites among the drawings? Well I do. I love “Presence,”
Chained,” “Aftermath,” and “Pain.” Congratulations Csaba – a fine response, and a
very resourceful one too.
Cathy

FIGURE 4.6. Cathy’s selection of my NIH drawings: Presence, Chained, Aftermath,
and Pain. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with
added commentary. 130
I place the letter next to me on the blue carpet I am sitting on, cross-legged and
repeat her words aloud, “I see you in your own Borinage.” Cathy’s words bring back
memories of her class I attended prior to my internship at NIH. It was titled: The Artist
as a Spiritual Guide, and the course focused on the life and work of Vincent van Gogh
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and how artists can help, guide, or assist people through their creative work and the
way they see or interpret reality. But seeing the word, Borinage also makes me realize
that this geographical location is a fitting analogy not only to describe my work at NIH
but also my present life, living during COVID-19.
I can picture myself in Cathy’s class, sitting near the large window overlooking a
small park on the corner of Massachusetts Avenue and University Avenue. On my
desk, there is a paperback copy of van Gogh’s collected letters and the moss-green
colored cover of Cliff Edwards’s book, titled Van Gogh and God 131. The cover of
Edwards’s book prominently features a self-portrait of Vincent with a shaved head and
an intent, contemplative look on his face, looking into the distance. Just thinking of this
image evokes similar emotions as remembering some of my cancer patients at NIH.
In this imaginary recreation of Cathy’s class, I learn that after a failed attempt to
continue his theological studies in Brussels, Vincent obtained a temporary appointment
to minister a mining community in Belgium’s Borinage province. His deep empathy with
the poor miners prompted Vincent to emulate his congregation’s lifestyle, embracing
abject poverty and living the same way as his congregants did. However, Vincent’s
authentic identification with and compassion for the people; working in the mines,
wearing the same clothes, eating the same food, wasn’t approved by his supervisors,
and it resulted in his termination as a minister. But this event also becomes the turning
point in Vincent’s life, as he begins drawing the people and surrounding landscape,
transitioning from a path to becoming a pastor to becoming an artist.
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As I think of these events in Vincent’s life, I realize that both van Gogh and I
have a similar Protestant heritage, influenced by John Calvin’s theology. Calvin placed
a heavy emphasis on scripture and preaching the word of God, suggesting that reading
and preaching the biblical text are the essential tools in one’s spiritual life. For
example, the official qualification or title on my diploma is not ordained, broad
approved, qualified parish minister, but minister of the word of God.
As a doctoral candidate in a secular, academic institution, I still find this unique
designation of one’s profession meaningful, especially from a literacy perspective. I
realize that seminary education was a six-year-long engagement with close reading
and close writing but with this added dimension of relating to scripture as a living entity
that called for interpersonal engagements. Entering into a conversation with the text
was normalized since most seminarians viewed the biblical text as God’s speech in a
written form. And since seminary is an institution to prepare students to care or minister
people, the educational goal is to equip students with skills, methods and the ability to
creatively transform scripture into new forms of caring, such as a Sunday homily, a
pastoral counselling session, a prayer, or the way of life a minister leads among his or
her parishioners. This requires an ongoing and systematic process of transforming a
foundational text, e.g., a bible passage, like an artist turns raw clay into a functional
vessel. And like the artist or craftsman aiming for functionality, the minister’s job is to
create and share a new manifestation of that foundational text which should elevate or
improve the life of a community.
Incarnational Literacy as a secular engagement promotes a similar objective
and process in which the reader and writer is invited to use, engage, and be
131

transformed by the creative processes of art making. It is also a merging of roles, as
the reader/writer also becomes a maker, or the maker becomes a reader/writer with an
invitation to bring forth an aesthetic object that may function in a positive way, like an
aesthetic experience.
As I revisit Vincent’s story, I also realize that we both had this accidental but
conscious transition from ministry to the arts, but neither of us replaced ministry with
the arts. Choosing the path of the artist did not result in a disengagement with ministry.
Cathy’s course at Wesley Seminary helped me to realize that Vincent’s pursuit of art
was a form of ministry, and I consider his paintings as visual sermons. Vincent and I
both remained ministers of the word of God, but the manifestation of this ministry was
not a written or spoken sermon but rather an aesthetic, tangible creation. And this
potential transition in literacy engagement is an important feature of incarnational
literacy. If the objective of ministering is to generate a sense of meaning, hope, healing,
and restoration, both a sermon and an aesthetic object may be instrumental to
achieving these goals. What changes is how the minister or the artist presents their
engagement with the sacred scriptures for an audience. In the first case, close reading,
close writing and contemplation become a written sermon and speech, while the artist
will use paint, brushes, and a canvas to represent the outcomes of close reading, close
writing and contemplation. And the transformative process is also important, since both
the artist and the minister may change as a result of their engagement. Thus, what
Incarnational Literacy promotes is this added engagement with crafting or making, in
which the reader or writer mobilizes artistic mediums and processes to deepen his or
her meaning making or inquiry process. In other words, Incarnational Literacy
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augments the traditional literacy engagement by introducing the element of crafting in
order to bring forth a non-verbal creation related to the reading or writing experience.
To aid my recollection, I search for the books I read in Cathy’s class. It is
remarkable how objects can assist remembering or how they generate symbolic
steppingstones to reenter the past. As I flip through the pages of Van Gogh’s letter, I
notice a highlighted passage with an arrow pointing to the margin with a scribbled note:
This is I. I re-read the highlighted sentence, as it still glows through the faded neoncolored marker, “I shall have to suffer much, especially from those peculiarities which I
cannot change. First, my appearance and my way of speaking and clothes…” 132 The
words, like a magical incantation bring into focus a memory fragment.
Troubles at Borinage: First Day (Spring 2003)
I am entering the NIH campus in Bethesda, Maryland. It’s the early morning of
May 28, 2003. As the automatic sliding doors of the Clinical Center grant me entry, I
am immediately directed toward a security checkpoint. When I present my student ID, I
am immediately asked to step aside and wait. Two security officers enter the room, and
they ask me to follow them. A rising sense of unease turns into fear as I follow them
behind an opaque glass divider and suddenly, I feel ashamed and embarrassed,
though I am not sure why. I don’t know what to say, so I remain silent and wait for them
to ask question. When I am asked to empty my pockets and hand over my backpack, I
begin trembling, though I have nothing in my possession that could be a reason for
these feelings to arise. However, I feel humiliated as I notice people walking by and
looking toward my direction. The officers go through meticulously the content of my
backpack, turning things around with a wooden stick, and finally ask me why I am here.
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I try to suppress my anxiety but my voice trembles, and I repeat three times that I am
here for my internship. I point to the envelope on the table with my appointment letter.
One of the guards puts on a new set of blue rubber gloves and takes a letter out of the
envelope. He leaves the room and I stand there for at least twenty minutes. When the
officer returns, he hands me a temporary visitor ID, valid for one day only, and informs
me that I am free to go. As I glance at my watch, I realize that I missed my orientation. I
feel as if this encounter put into motion a disorienting frequency or rhythm that is out of
sync, causing me to stumble. As I wait for the elevator, I am trying to rehearse the story
of what happened but when I reached the counseling department, my supervisor just
shakes his head and signals me to join the group in the other room.
Troubles at Borinage: Miscues (Spring 2003)
“Good morning, Mrs. Brown,” I say with a soft voice, as a glance at a copy of the
patient’s chart on my department issued plastic clipboard I carry with me to my
sessions. Mrs. Brown remains silent, looking into the distance. Her head is covered
with electrodes connected to an EEG machine. I place the guidelines for my
conversation protocol over her chart on the clipboard alongside with a paperback Study
Bible. I take a deep breath and when I exhale with an audible sigh, Mrs. Brown turns
toward me. Her eyes are bright, and I notice teardrops forming around the edges of her
upper eyelid.
“Hi, Mrs. Brown. My name is Csaba. I am a CPE intern from the counseling
department, from the 9th floor.” I wonder why I added the 9th floor or used the
impersonal acronym, since it’s not in my protocol, but I continue with a slow and
measured speech and ask, “Is it OK if I sit down and stay with you a bit?”
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Her head is shaking and points toward the EEG machine connected to her
head, and saying, “trouble. I am trouble.”
I don’t know what she means by these words, and I am not sure if I can find a
good way to respond to her words from my counseling protocol, which has several
example sentences I can use in a pastoral setting. I remain silent, listening to the
continuous beeping of machines, looking toward the same object in space, at the
machines, and beyond. I am already stressed about my written report of this visit, not
knowing how I will describe this session. On the windowsill behind the EEG machine,
there are three framed black and white photos of children, but I note that these
photographs have a deeper aesthetic quality as they capture these children in a way
that required a unique vantage point and impeccable timing.
“Mrs. Brown,” I ask. “May I take a look at your pictures?”
To my surprise, Mrs. Brown turns toward me and points toward the window,
saying, “hold them...my children...my art...”
I walk toward the window, and when I pick up one of the images, the door opens
and a nurse, enters.
“Oh, I am glad to see you are spending time with Mrs. Brown, but I am afraid
she is not much of a conversation partner.”
“Are these her children?” I ask pointing to the photos. “I am not sure, but Mrs.
Brown was a rather well-known photographer. I think those are her cherished photos
she used to carry everywhere she went.”
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“They are beautiful,” I say out loud.
Mrs. Brown began to talk again softly, “my life, oh my life...”
“Well, I hate to say this, but Mrs. Brown will need some rest,” the nurse says.
“You can come back another day.”
“Thank you. I will. Goodbye Mrs. Brown.”
When I sit down at one of the networked desktops at the counseling department,
I immediately pull up Mrs. Brown’s file, but there is no mention of her family nor her life
as a photographer. I imagine her as a young artist, climbing up a tree with her camera,
and positioning herself in a dangerous position to capture children playing in a way no
one can usually see. It feels as if children are connected to the tree as Mrs. Brown’s
use of depth of field eliminates the illusion of distance between the tree and the
children playing. I am delighted in this imagined scene, but on the other hand I am
having a difficult time writing a report of my visit. With my limited vocabulary and
understanding of the medical terms, I describe my brief interaction and I also decide to
include my description of the photos. In my report I also ask why her chart never
mentioned her love for photography. Since my description of our conversation takes up
only two lines, I use the remaining space to reflect on her photography. I realize that
those photos were also testimonies of a visual language she spoke eloquently, and in
my session report, under the heading, “pastoral intervention,” I suggest that next time,
when I see her I will bring some photography books with me and use them to connect
with her on a deeper level, as she seemed more responsive when I asked about the
photos in her room.
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Drawing as Inquiry: Improvisation (Spring 2003)
I reach for my sketchbook and pens as soon as I get home and begin doodling
in an effort to calm myself. I draw various circles and odd shapes and as soon as I fill
the page, I begin to fill them with ink with rapid movements.
“What’s wrong?” Erica, my wife, asks.
“I am not sure if I can do this any longer,” I say.
“Was Dr. Smith disappointed again with your report?”
I describe my visit with Mrs. Brown, and how I cherished seeing her art and
learning about her work as an artist and how I suggested bringing large format
photography books that she may enjoy looking at with me.
“It didn’t go well, and Dr. Smith is suggested that I resign from the program if I
can’t follow the protocol,” I say.
“But you already put all this time and energy into this, and having this training
definitely helps you when it comes to applying for jobs,” Erica says.
“I know. I don’t want to quit, but every time I go into a patient’s room, I feel so
nervous and anxious, and the only time I felt I had a breakthrough was my visit with
Mrs. Brown. I felt so good about my report, writing about her art and I really thought
that my idea of using photography was something that Dr. Smith would resonate with.”
“Why don’t you take your sketchbook with you?” Erica asks.
“To do what?”
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“You are always sketching when you are anxious, so why not just use it to
lessen your stress. Maybe it will help you to better connect with people. You know, you
talk more clearly when drawing. I always understand you better for some reason, and I
suspect it is because you feel safe and calm,” Erica says.
“It’s true. But my problem is that I do not know how to approach people who are
in pain. Now, I have to do my rounds on my own without a partner or supervisor. I am
required to go to the inpatient waiting rooms and just start talking to people. And I am
terrified. I don't know how to enter these seemingly closed circles. There is no opening.
Then, I go to my assigned oncology unit and ask the nurses who I may visit. I enter the
room. I try to smile. But I want to run. I want to leave. I don't know how to comfort with
words or help through my voice.”

FIGURE 4.7. Finding Home from the NIH series. The embedded hyperlink allows
viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary. 133
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Emily (Spring 2003)
The morning metro ride feels less stressful with a sketchbook in my hand, as I
continue filling the organic shapes with ink on the page that I began working on last
night. When I arrive at NIH, I check my assigned units. I print out the charts and attach
them to the clipboard with my sketchbook underneath. My first assignment is the
outpatient waiting room at the children’s oncology center, a place I could never initiate
a conversation before.
It is still early, but there is already a young couple waiting with a young girl,
around 8 years old. The adults look tired, and they are looking toward the little girl
playing with an oversized puzzle in the play area in the corner of the room. I adjust my
badge on the lanyard, so it is visible, and as I step inside the room, I utter a wellrehearsed good morning, which is audible, articulate and carries just enough
enthusiasm to reveal an empathetic understanding that for most people this is a difficult
place to be. My rehearsed greeting hides my accent, and I am overjoyed when the
couple looks up and returns my greeting with a smile, and the little girl waves from the
corner.
I sit down in an empty chair across from the family. Instead of following my
protocol, I take out my sketchbook and begin drawing. I have a sudden desire to
explore this moment through ink. Or perhaps, what I want is to channel our fears and
anxieties into the movement of my hand and use the ink to transfer these emotions
onto the paper as a form of purging or cleansing. I think about Mrs. Brown’s photos and
how she managed to capture the essence of a moment, but I don't have the visual
vocabulary or the skills to draw what I see. This realization of lack of skills doesn’t
139

diminish the desire to draw, so I try to draw the things, I can. What appears on the
paper is more like random shapes and patterns. My anxiety and nervousness turn into
growing lines and expanding shapes. I fill spaces with ink and slowly my body relaxes.
The little girl walks up to me with a wooden puzzle piece in her hand.
“What are you drawing?”
“Well, it's not much, not really anything, just patterns.”
“What are patterns?” she asks, but before I could come up with an answer to
this rather difficult question, she says, “It's pretty. I like it.”
“Thank you,” I say with a smile.
“Are you my doctor?” she asks.
“Oh, no. I am an intern from the counseling department from upstairs. I am a
chaplain.”
“Chap lin,” she tries to repeat the word and asks, “What's a chap lin?”
“Well, it's someone who comforts and listens to people when they are not feeling
well or lonely.”
“You talk funny. Where are you from?”
“Oh, I am from Hungary. Do you know where it is?”
She shakes her head and I explain that it’s a small country in the middle of
Europe.
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“Can you draw me?”
“I am not very good at drawing, but I can try,” I say.
“Oh, I am very good at drawing, do you want me to help?” she asks.
“Emily, please don’t bother this young man,” the woman says. “I am sorry, she is
overly sociable.”
“No, it’s OK. I am actually a chaplain intern here and it is my job to engage with
patients and their families.”
“Are you also an artist?”
“Well, I don’t have a degree or background in art, but doing art feels as a second
language, unlike English.”
“Your English is fine. But I don’t understand what you mean by art as a second
language.”
I try my best to share a short version of my story, coming to the U.S. and how I
started creating sculptures in seminary to use them as an expression of my
understanding of the stories we studied. This was my first conversation at NIH with a
family in which I experienced a true connection, though there was no mention of
Emily’s illness, or talking about their struggles or the challenges regarding their
daughter’s illness.
When they are called into the exam room, we say goodbye and I go outside to
the little park next to the Clinical Center to continue drawing. I try to capture the
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essence of the moment and slowly the random patterns and shapes take form, and I
can see the image of a child with curly hair, smiling in front of a window.
Drawing as Inquiry: Towards a Method (Spring 2003)
Every day, as soon as I get home from NIH, I pick up a drawing pad and pen.
Often, I draw for hours. I do not draw what I saw, but how I feel. I also use the drawings
to channel my silence, my anxiety, the realization that the way I am expected to relate
to patients through a rigid protocol to me at least feels unnatural and causes pain. My
supervisor urges me not to draw in the waiting rooms or while with patients. When I
mention that Anna Freud encouraged psychologists and psychiatrists to use knitting
while they listened to their patients, Dr. Smith suggested again that maybe this
program is not a good fit for me. But since I started using my sketchbook, I am making
more authentic connections and I feel more confident. I start recognizing the regular
patients and even without asking, I get into more and more conversations. Having the
sketchbook is helping. First, I just started drawing to channel my discomfort, insecurity,
and anxiety into drawings, but since meeting Emily and her parents I am beginning to
realize that the drawings have a narrative dimension. They all relate to my encounters
with people, and the act of drawing also helps me form deeper connections.
Before my rounds, as I read the medical history of patients, I am not only taking
written notes, but I start drawing in my sketchbook. I look up the diseases and I try to
imagine them as shapes. I use drawing to create a background, often an abstract
image, revealing how reading one’s chart made me feel. Then, as I wait to see the
patient, I use these abstract images and try to refine them, adding ornamental patterns,
seeking order and balance. When I see the patient, I tell them how I use drawing when
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reading the charts and show the emerging composition. After my visit, I continue
working on the drawing, and if possible, I go back to the patient after completing it, to
share.
“How did you know our Emily had curly hair?” Emily’s mother asks as I hand her
my finished drawing. “Did she mention it?” she asks.
“No, she didn’t,” I say.
“It’s remarkable,” she says as she studies the pen and ink drawing. “I feel as if
you captured her past, present, and future at the same time. Or maybe you captured
her essence, what’s beyond time and space.”
Tranquility at Borinage: An Offering (Summer 2003)
“Director Shaw?” I ask when I enter the large office at the Clinical Center’s main
floor. “I am Csaba from the counseling department.”
“Oh, the artist, yes, please come in. Dr. Vance has been ecstatic about your
work with the patients. I met with the board of directors today, and I just wanted to let
you know that the center would like to offer you an exhibit, and invite all the patients,
their families, and the doctors. It will be part of NIH yearlong celebration of the arts.”
“Thank you, Director Shaw. I am truly honored by this opportunity,” I say.
“Don’t mention it, Csaba. I heard from so many doctors and patients about your
unique work and how much they appreciate your effort to capture their life here at NIH.
But we only have a few weeks to prepare everything, so I wanted to start making
arrangements. Dr. Vance mentioned that you have a proposal for the title.”
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“Yes. I have been thinking about this since Dr. Vance mentioned the possibility
of an exhibit. I would like to title the exhibit, The Fifth Gospel.”
“What do you mean by the fifth gospel? I am sorry, but I am not a religious
person, and when Dr. Vance shared a copy of your series, none of them looked like
religious drawings.”
“You are right. They are not, but I am using the term gospel as a literary genre.
In the ancient world, gospel was a proclamation of some good news, usually military
victory. The four Gospels in the New Testament use this genre to present the good
news for humanity, the incarnation of Christ and the possibility of salvation from sins.”
"But what do you mean by the fifth gospel. You just said that in the New
Testament there are four gospels.”
“Yes, but after working with patients, here at NIH, I realize that each life I
encountered in the waiting rooms or in the units were gospel stories for me. Each
patient I had the privilege to work with gave me something I didn't have or didn't know.
I don’t know how to put this into words, but I felt renewed and liberated as I listened to
them. And the act of creating these drawings was also instrumental in transcending the
situation and the roles. It was no longer a patient and chaplain or a care giver and
receiver relationship. Often, I felt as if we merged into a kind of inter-being or inter-are.
Often, when I was with terminally ill patients, they helped me to realize that I was also
dying with them. Though there was no illness recorded on my chart, our destiny was
the same. We were companions heading toward death but what mattered is this
recognition of companionship and a shared creative moment.”
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“So, your drawings capture those significant moments we as physicians and
scientists often miss. What if we add a subtitle to The Fifth Gospel, something like,
through the eyes of the chaplain/artist?“
“Perfect.”
Playing Eliza (Summer 2021)
When Evelyn looks around in the standardized counseling room where she
works as a proxy for Eliza, she immediately notices a prominently displayed painting on
the wall, and she wonders about its function, and asks who selected this image to be
on the wall and why. As I review the digital copies of my NIH drawings on my
computer’s screen, I similarly wonder about the function of my drawings, or what these
digitized artifacts stand for now, almost twenty years after they were created. Each
drawing, is like a portal, allows me to revisit those encounters with patients, and each
drawing is a testimony that I decided to create something tangible out of those
encounters. Transforming an experience into an image was an act of incarnation.
Reading medical histories, writing up formal reports using an objective third person
perspective, exchanging words during sessions, listening, and paying attention to
objects in the environment, contributed to an artistic composition. Though, I no longer
have access to my written reports, or the medical histories, looking at these drawings is
a testimony of how stories became visible and concrete through artistic expressions.
Now, I view these drawings as religious icons, mystical doorways, through which I can
enter and reenter my patients’ stories. I am forgetting many details; I am forgetting the
names and their medical histories. As I try to recall their faces, I realize that I no longer
can picture them, but still when I look at these images I am reconnected with their
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essence or the essence of their being. Indeed, my pictorial representations cannot
serve as accurate records of my encounters. I recognize that not having those written
narratives and patients' charts limits my exploration of these memories. Therefore, I
propose an incarnational literacy practice in which the processes and outcomes of
reading, writing, and artmaking manifest in a new expressive form, such as a graphic
novel or picture book contains images and text as one functioning entity, where written
text and images are interconnected and inseparable. I also realize that at NIH, I was
unable to resolve the tension between what was expected from me methodologically
and how I rather recklessly charted my own path to engage with patients through art.
As a player now, witnessing Evelyn’s struggle in her role as a proxy, I learn to
recognize that my supervisor is not an antagonist in my story. Evelyn’s action in the
game is also helping me to develop empathy not only towards myself but towards
those who represent differing views or use different methods to meet the needs of
others. In the game, Evelyn is faced with the dilemma of speaking up and remining
silent, which reminds me of another passage from one of Vincent van Gogh’s letters in
which he wrote:
“I want to be silent – and yet, because I must speak – well then – as it seems to
me: to love and be lovable – to live – to give life, to renew it, to restore it, to preserve it
– and to work, giving a spark for a spark, and above all to be good, to be useful, to be
helpful in something, for instance lightning a fire, giving a slice of bread and butter to a
child, a glass of water to a sufferer.” 134
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Both Evelyn and I have experienced the sacredness of silence and when my
vocabulary was not sufficient to make connections through words, silence itself
became a conduit for connections. Being in, or embracing silence, helped me to
recognize and listen to unspoken words. Shared silence did not mean the absence of
language, rather silence took the shape of my patients' story, and many of my drawings
could be considered as depictions of those shapes of silence. In the game, Evelyn
realizes that being present for someone else’s story without interjecting her stories or
opinions can be therapeutical or even healing. Similarly, at NIH I had to learn to let go
off the importance of my story as a chaplain, even if it was considered the story of God.
But letting go of the written gospels helped me to recognize that my patients' stories
were also the stories of God, and perhaps my role wasn’t preaching but keeping those
stories alive through witnessing and making them visible through my art. In the waiting
rooms and the treatment rooms, I witnessed that the story of God and the story of my
patients are inseparable. I saw these stories as one, but I also learned to see these two
stories with imagination. Using pen and ink and drawing were instrumental to listen and
see in new ways, and mobilizing my imagination enriched my life both as a chaplain
and as an artist.
Drawing at NIH as a therapeutical engagement helped me to reconceptualize
literacy and the role of nonverbal or artistic expressions. With drawing, I was practicing
a form of writing. I was recording. Not necessarily the words or the verbal exchanges,
rather I was recording our being in time. Or perhaps I was turning sensations into a
visual composition, but I don’t see my drawings as translations, or illustrations as
courtroom sketches that capture a scene. Drawing was a form of communion with the
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people I encountered at NIH and as I am looking at these drawings, I realize how each
encounter continued, evolved, and became an image. Many people who visited the
NIH exhibit understood through my drawings that in each person I encountered the
gospel, or the good news. It is also important that presenting a series of drawings with
the description gospel, revealed the possibility of using non-verbal expressions or
images without diminishing the function of the genre. In my pictorial or fully imagebased approach to the gospel writing, I am playing with alternative applications
regarding the tools and medium linked to traditional writing. I am still using paper and
pen and even the arrangement of my drawings in a linear fashion on the wall can be
viewed as pages of a book. Sharing the stories of my encounters, still relies on the use
of a writing tool, but instead of words or a traditional script my stories are depicted
through images. But instead of words or a traditional script, I present content through
images. And the images became a prompt, an invitation to ask about these people or
ask the images directly and let them communicate. I don't know if I can call these
images icons, but my intention was to present each drawing as a sacred doorway. I will
always treasure these images as they remain as a material, physical reminder of my
encounters. Literacy is both a tool for preserving and witnessing. It's a creative act.
Doing literacy is an individual pursuit of creating ties, meaning, connections, change,
healing.
In the game, towards the end, there are more and more opportunities to go off
script and break protocol. However, it is evident that Evelyn’s rejection of the AI is not
based on an ideology or emotions, but rather she knew that a better response was
possible based on her silence and engaged listening. And it is evident from the game
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that when Evelyn rejects the existing paradigm or protocol, it creates positive outcomes
for her patients, though ultimately Evelyn is dismissed as the company has no way of
reconciling the violation of protocol even though the results of this violation gained
positive outcomes. However, the game doesn’t end with Evelyn’s dismissal, but
interestingly it offers players several choices and new paths for Evelyn to pursue, thus
inviting the player to continue playing.

FIGURE 4.8 . Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: The Fifth Gospel.
Digital Collage and Videorecording. 135
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Robison (2008) and other researchers, e.g., Ballentine (2015), Karhulahti (2012), Allington(2016)
highlight the potential benefits of playing and designing visual novels in the context of literacy education.
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Letter from Vincent van Gogh (1978, p. 147) to Theo van Gogh: The Hague, April 1882
Link to image: https://www.are.na/block/439930
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CHAPTER FIVE: BIRD ON THE WIRE
“Umm… uh, well, Dad and I would get a house and help rebuild, you know? And then
I'd, you know probably start a secret lab.” 136
Introduction
In 2016, during an introductory course on qualitative research, I was assigned to
evaluate Art Bochner’s autoethnographic story, Bird on the Wire 137. Throughout the
semester, as a weekly assignment, students were asked to read and submit a written
evaluation of a published, qualitative research article, using “the qualitative rubric.” It
contained the evaluation criteria of an academic journal, determining the quality and
merits of a manuscript. The rubric was designed for reviewers and the editorial team
during the peer review process to decide if a qualitative research article was worthy of
publication or needed revisions. However, in this class we used the rubric to determine
if an article published by another qualitative journal met the criteria for rigorous
qualitative inquiry based on this journal’s rubric.
This was a useful engagement in order to become familiar with the essential
components of published qualitative research, how qualitative research is presented in
journals, and how an editorial team evaluates submissions based on a set of guidelines
and principles. I also understood that my professor’s emphasis on publishing research
was a form of caring, orienting us toward success as future academics.
However, using the same rubric each week combined with a task of evaluating
an already published work felt limiting and redundant. It became a mechanical activity
looking for (reading for) the same components, and only searching for what was
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required by the rubric. At some point, I realized that running a simple key word search
on each article could simplify my work, even eliminating the need to carefully read the
entire article. Of course, I do realize the problems with this shallow and disengaged
approach to reading; however, my grades were not affected by this flawed method to
fulfill the requirements of the assignments. Nevertheless, reading with or through a
rubric changed the dynamics and focus of my reading engagements and limited the
scope of my overall communion with the articles, which resulted in a growing frustration.
Though the assignment offered students an opportunity to read some excellent
examples of qualitative research, using the rubric, for me, did not facilitate or promote
the deeper exploration or discussion of ideas nor did these weekly reports allow me to
share my overall resonance with the work. Similarly, the rubric-based, one-page article
summaries, written from a third person perspective restricted the scope of sharing my
subjective thoughts, and feelings, limiting my role as a reader. In retrospect, I was more
interested in entering a dialogue with the concepts and ideas presented by the authors
with a focus on meaning and communing with ideas, rather than determining if the work
was publishable.
During this time, I also worked as an independent artist, running a small art
studio, where I was developing a new approach to mosaic art, mixing elements from
contemporary mixed-media collage, stained glass, and traditional glass mosaics. While
my academic life and engagements centered on reading and writing, in my studio I was
making, crafting, and creating aesthetic objects. In other words, meaning making in
academia was based on literacy activities and a rather sedentary orientation toward
meaning making, while in my studio my body was fully engaged in the transformative
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processes involving the use of artistic mediums, materials, and tools. Regarding the
senses, reading and writing mostly involved a reliance on sight, a sitting posture, and
some limited movements of my hands. In contrast, the creative work in my studio
involved seeing, touching, hearing, smelling, and even tasting. Perhaps this rich
sensory experience is the reason why I often feel more immersed or more alive while
making art compared to reading or writing.
In a traditional academic environment, the primary medium for knowledge
acquisition, exchanging, and exploring ideas mainly centers on reading, writing, and
discourse. The primary media for sharing research is through verbal and textual
expressions, e.g., academic articles, formal lectures, or presentations. Even when
lectures and articles are accompanied with a visual component, like a PowerPoint
presentation, tables or chart, they consist mainly of textual features with occasional clip
art or stock images, fulfilling mainly decorative purposes.
It is also important to mention, that prior to entering the literacy studies program
at USF, my artistic process rarely involved active reading or writing, or at least these
literacy engagements were not core elements of my artistic practice. However, studying
literacy at the graduate level made me deeply aware of the aesthetic and creative
potentials of literacy, thus I was actively seeking an integration of art and literacy,
searching for new ways to synthetize my artistic and academic work. Though I became
more familiar with arts-based inquiry, I was unaware of any established methods, or
arts-based research paradigm that focused on the incarnation of ideas through an
artistic engagement where reading, writing, and artmaking equally contributed to
meaning-making, knowledge acquisition, and personal transformation. My engagement
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with Bird on the Wire was my first attempt to purposefully incorporate and merge the
processes of literacy and artmaking. This project also reveals the existential benefits of
communing with scholarship through a deliberate artistic process, where reading,
writing, and crafting an aesthetic object engendered valuable insights and new
perspectives, leading to acts of compassion and the restoration of broken relationships.

FIGURE 5.1 Conceptualizing the dissertation chapter Bird on the Wire. 3D model and
virtual reality mind map created in Noda. The embedded hyperlink allows viewers to
access a large-scale image with added commentary. 138
Beyond my academic life, on a personal level, I struggled with the pain resulting
from a growing gap between my family in Hungary and me, living in the United States. I
had an estranged relationship with my father, and I suffered from the silence between
us. I concealed and suppressed this pain of lost connection, but it was an open,
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festering wound that directly and indirectly affected all aspects of my existence. This
personal struggle and desire for restoration provided the existential milieu and
background in which one day, at the beginning of my graduate education, I was handed
a copy of Bird on the Wire from my professor.
I have written and presented extensively about this experience, as this encounter
with Bochner’s story created a seismic shift in my life. 139 Reading Bird on the Wire was
instrumental to formalize my attempt towards the integration of literacy and artistic
engagements. This event helped me to further develop and lay the foundations for an
incarnational literacy engagement within the context of academic research, framing
incarnational literacy as a potential research tool and engagement with research. This
project also helped me to situate myself within academia, finding my place as an artist
and novice literacy researcher. In addition, on a personal level, my engagement with
Bird on the Wire was instrumental to reestablish and restore the relationship with my
father.
In this chapter, I highlight the potentials of incarnational literacy in the context of
academic scholarship, focusing on one’s engagement and resonance with existing
research. I introduce mixed-media collage as a potential medium to deepen one’s
literacy engagement and meaning making processes. Further, this project explores how
incarnational literacy may manifest as a multimodal and multimedia presentation as a
potential format for presenting research. One of the cornerstones of incarnational
literacy is the integration of artmaking and literacy engagements, which also calls for
new ways of representations, regarding the outcomes or results of this method. My
interactions with Bird on the Wire manifested in an aesthetic object 140, a series of
155

essays 141, poetry 142, and a multimedia project 143 combining video footage, images, text,
music, and voice. This multimodal, audio-visual presentation, representing my creative
engagements with Bird on the Wire also stands as the foundation for new ways of
sharing research/scholarship using incarnational literacy. The use of video or film allows
the integration of text, images, and voice in a cohesive, interdependent way, where
verbal and non-verbal elements of one’s research function as an interconnected whole
and can be witnessed as an aesthetic experience.
My creative engagement with Art Bochner’s Bird on the Wire was also
instrumental in developing a more formalized and systematic method of an incarnational
literacy engagement within an academic environment, as this project highlights the
integration of literacy and artmaking while interacting with a research article. The
following autoethnographic vignettes spotlight how I merged reading, writing, and
artmaking and in what ways these combined processes impacted my engagement or
communion with Bochner’s story. I also accentuate the interplay between reading,
writing, and artmaking, revealing the unique dynamics and exchanges occurring when I
shift or alternate between reading, writing, and artmaking, often blurring the boundaries
between these engagements.
I revisit the events related to my work with Bird on the Wire through playing HalfLife Alyx during the Covid-19 pandemic. Before constructing the following
autoethnographic narratives, I re-engaged and re-read my previously written stories
about my ongoing engagement with Bird on the Wire. While reading these narratives I
also immersed myself in Half-Life Alyx, an award-wining Virtual Reality
game/experience, taking place in a post-apocalyptic environment, resembling Soviet
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architecture of former Eastern European cities, such as my hometown in Hungary.
Though the game is classified as survivor-horror, it is also the main character’s search
for her missing father. The story also features the devastation of a fictional pandemic
and alien invasion which also helped me to re-examine my incarnational engagement
with Bird on the Wire prior to Covid-19. My engagement with the game while writing this
chapter provided a contemplative environment, stirring complex emotions and helping
me to reflect on both my personal and professional life, during this pandemic.

FIGURE 5.2. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: Bird on the Wire.
Digital Collage and Videorecording. 144

Bird on the Wire
Playing Half-Life Alyx (Summer 2021)

FIGURE 5.3. Playing Half-Life Alyx: The aesthetics of gameplay. Digital Collage and
Multimedia Video Montage. Copyright 2020 by Valve. 145
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When the game’s loading scene with a holographic map of City 17 fades, I find
myself standing on the balcony of a delipidated apartment, overlooking a city that feels
strangely familiar. Since I played the classic Half-Life series on PC, I am familiar with
the soviet style architecture of City 17 that immediately brings back memories of my
childhood. However, the visual quality of Half-Life Alyx and the depth of being present in
this world through VR, bring an overwhelming sensation of awe. My physical reality is
anchored in our home’s basement. I am wearing a VR headset and I am tethered to a
computer via a ceiling mounted pulley system. However, all these aspects of my
physical reality lose significance and my awareness of the virtual world cancels out all
sensations outside of the headset. In a sense my physical reality dissolve into a virtual
existence, and I revel in this singular experience of being inside a story, fully present
and fully immersed. For a few minutes I just stand on the balcony, overlooking the city,
turning in all directions, taking in the sunlit cityscape. I feel at home in this messy
apartment. There is a sense of familiarity as decades of my childhood years took place
in a similar environment. I can even read the Russian text on posters and soda cans,
and it feels like recognizing a familiar features of a friend decades after we last saw
each other.
When I look down at the crumbling floor of the balcony, I notice empty beer
bottles scattered around. I am suddenly filled with sadness, as another memory
reenters my virtual present from the past. The scene is almost identical to he messy
balcony of our government issued concrete flat. We are expecting my schoolteacher for
her scheduled home visit, but neither of my parents are home and I am busy tidying up
our small dwelling, trying to hide the beer bottles. But they are pouring out from every
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cabinet, like Harry Potter’s acceptance letters to Hogwarts at the Dursley’s. I don’t know
how to conceal or hide my mother’s alcoholism, so I decide to take the empty bottles to
the balcony, where to my horror, I find my mother lying on the floor, passed out,
surrounded by even more bottles. When I try to wake her up, she pushes me away,
grabs a nearby bottle and throws it over the balcony's guard fence. I hear the glass
shatter down the street, and I start crying, fearing that someone was hurt or will be hurt
by the shards of glass.
As the memory fades, I am back in City-17, still angry, still shaken by this
intruding memory. I pick up each virtual beer bottle one by one and throw them toward
another building across the street, just like my mom did in real life. I watch each bottle
flying with an accelerated spin through the air, hitting the crumbling facades and tile
roofs of nearby buildings, while some land on the pavement bellow, all of them
exploding into shards with perfectly designed sound effects. Suddenly, I feel a deep
compassion for my mother, understanding her pain and recognizing that she was also
experiencing pain, frustration, or fear, though I may never know the reasons or their
origins.
For a moment, I wonder if I will be able to play this game, but at the same time I
am fascinated by how this virtual world provides mysterious portals to re-explore my
past, and perhaps even the future. I began to pick up every scattered object in the
apartment and the balcony, realizing that all I see and all I experience in this game is a
line of code, a written language that creates objects, illusions, a sense of presence. I am
beginning to understand video games as a metaphor for incarnational literacy, where
the code or written language becomes fully embodied as an aesthetic, functioning
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object. Video games also reveal a mysterious possibility of transforming textual
features, abstract signs of a written language into an interactive world through which
lines of text are experienced not as words, but as functioning environments.
Games don’t make sense or fulfill any purpose, unless they are engaged with,
and perhaps this is what I need to emphasize when it comes to incarnational literacy. To
create something new and tangible through reading, writing, and artmaking. To initiate
immersion, connection, and engagements. To craft a metaphorical game that functions
in the world or offers a new, interactive space for others to engage with. Perhaps those
sages who compared life to a grand game, or lila, were right. And right now, I feel in my
every cell that this game fulfills a function in my life. It is no longer an object, but an
open field, a simulated environment in which I can live out various possibilities,
diverging on creating solutions.
“It is exactly like my art, Bird on the Wire, in Art and Carolyn’s kitchen,” I say out
loud. My mixed-media collage seemed to function in their home more than a decorative,
aesthetic object. It is an open space, an invitation to explore. It is an object that poses
questions and facilitates conversations. It is a portal or sacred doorway. And I stepped
through that doorway many times, and still do.
Suddenly, I have this desire to teleport down to the street to pick up the broken
glass pieces. It is a desire to care, to restore harmony, to clean up the mess. My
memories surrounding and stemming from my encounters with Bird on the Wire
similarly reinforced an innate longing to restore, to clean up, to mend. My collage, based
on Art’s story is a testament to the possibility of restoration from brokenness, as the
piece itself is made from fragments of glass shards and broken pieces. Though I make
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a move toward the guard rail and initiate the teleportation function, the game is
restricting. It doesn’t let me leave the balcony. It places a limitation on my desire.
As I turn around, I notice a radio on a small round table, an exact replica of my
father’s radio from my childhood. Or at least seeing this object, it triggers a memory of
my father in our kitchen, smoking and turning the knob, searching for a channel. I often
wonder why these insignificant moments remain etched in my memory. I reach for the
radio’s dial and as I turn it, I can hear a distant, crackling sound of some music, though I
cannot seem to find the right spot. I just like my dad in the kitchen, but without the
cigarette between my lips. However, I can smell the smoke. I inhale it deeply.
I slowly walk away from the radio, when I notice a grey mourning dove sitting on
the railing. Her repeated wooing call startles me, and it triggers another memory
fragment of a late summer afternoon in the Hungarian village of Erdőbénye. I just
learned to ride the bike and waiting for my parents to show off my new skills. I am filled
with joy as I bike through a concrete path under giant chestnut trees, and all I can hear
are the deep, mournful cooing of the doves from the church steeple. And strangely,
whenever I hear doves, this memory returns repeatedly, like it was yesterday.
I slowly move toward the bird, and I reach out my hand to touch her, but she
immediately flies away. I follow her with my eyes and watch her land on a telephone or
electric wire stretched between two poles a few hundred yards away. There is an open
door with a flickering light, indicating my next location to explore but, instead, I walk
back to the radio, trying to tune it to the station, hoping that it might give a clue of what
to do next. As I teleport to the radio, I notice a book lying on the floor. It is titled From
Here to There Under a Second by Dr. Isaac Kleiner. I bend down and pick it up with my
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right hand and hold it close to my eyes to examine the cover art, which resembles a
concrete poem, since the word here from the title is repeated three times and it
becomes part of the word, there. I realize that this is fictional book in this fictional game,
created by a game designer. However, when I read the jacket description about how
this book explores theoretical physics and the possibility of teleportation, it triggers
another memory. Though teleportation is often a common subject and functioning
technology in science fiction, describing the transfer of objects from one point to another
without traversing the physical space between them, in real-life we cannot eliminate the
space between objects or time if we wish to go from one point to the next. However,
when holding this fictional book from a fictional scientist about the reality of
teleportation, I suddenly realize that I experienced teleportation a few years ago, when I
was handed an article by my qualitative research professor.
Encounters of the Third Kind: Bird on the Wire (Fall, 2015)
“This is a narrative inquiry, an autoethnography, written by my colleague, Art
Bochner,” my professor says, as he hands a stack of stapled documents to a student in
the front row, nearest to him to distribute to the rest of the class. I am startled by the fact
that none of my professor’s words carries any meaning or familiarity. I have no idea
what narrative inquiry or autoethnography is about, nor have I heard this name, Art
Bochner before. Nonetheless, it is another boring homework assignment - to critique
yet, another article. When a student next to me passes me a copy, I notice the lightness
of the stapled stack of papers. My mood changes, as I realize that the article is only a
few pages long. I am relieved by the prospect that critiquing this paper with the help of
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the evaluation rubric will not take more than 20 minutes. As I fold the article in half, I
jokingly say, “I will finish you in no time.”
I don't even bother unzipping my backpack to place the article inside, instead, I
hold onto it as I exit the classroom. In the hallway, propelled by curiosity and relief, I
glance at the cover page of the article and think that I will I just read these few pages as
I walk to the car. I unfold the article, and I look at the title, resting between two thin,
long, printed lines:
Bird on the Wire: Freeing the Father Within Me
I hasten my steps toward the exit, but the title words lift from the page, like an
animated text in a video game. They assemble into an improvised, poisoned arrow,
gaining sped, closing in, entering my flesh without any resistance. First, a soft tremor in
the vicinity of my knee begins to spread through my muscles, weakening my whole
body. The rhythm of my stride is suddenly broken. I lose direction. My muscles are
pushing me away from the source of the pain, but I know that those dreaded title words
in the article are responsible. I need more than physical strength to fight them. I feel
paralyzed, but this is a familiar injury. It is a familiar battle. It is not the first time that it
has happened.
“Calm down. You are prepared, “I say to myself. “You know what to do.”
With my remaining strength, I push the heavy entrance door open. I breathe in the dark,
moist Florida air. I begin reciting an improvised mantra, as I walk toward my car. It used
to help, and I am desperate for relief.
I am far away.
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I am far away.
I am far away from the past.
I am learning to forget.
I am learning to forget.
I am already forgetting.
I wait for relief. I hope for relief coming from words, sounds, and language, but all
I experience is the intruding and persistent cold echo of my professor's demand,
reminding me that it is just the beginning of an unavoidable battle. His words, like a
powerful spell render my mantra useless, and I am left with the sentence: "It's your
homework. Read it, critique it; use the qualitative research evaluation rubric..."
I run through the parking lot and as soon as I can see my car from a distance, I
start pressing the attached remote of my car key to open the door. I feel as if I am
running away from a crime scene, holding onto a crucial piece of evidence, and unable
to let it go. I jump into my car, and I simultaneously throw the article and my backpack
on the floor in front of the passenger seat. The article is crushed under the backpack,
but the title page somehow curls upward, alongside the door and the words are glowing
as the courtesy light of my car reflects off the white page, spotlighting the title words. I
am startled. Is it possible that this printed stack of paper is seeking my attention and
begging for release its twisted body, crashed under my backpack? I realize the utter
irrationality of these thoughts and I blame them on residual stress and a long day on
campus. I want to turn away, but there is a new kinship forming between us, between
an object containing a story I haven’t read and myself sitting a few inches away from it
in my car.
“No,” I say. “I can’t help. You already hurt me. I don’t want to look at you.”
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As the car’s courtesy light fades, I find the sudden darkness comforting. For a
moment I stare at the imposing Sun Dome building and wonder how it looks from the
inside, as I never have been inside. I habitually stretch the seatbelt over my body. I try
to avoid glancing at the grotesque tableaux next to me with the crumbled article and my
backpack. Though the buckle clicks into the latch, I don’t feel protected or safer. I turn
on the headlights and start the engine. At the end of the parking lot in the distance, I
notice the power lines with the connecting wires stretched between the poles.
“Why is this happening? Why do I notice the wires just now?” I ask myself.
I shift to reverse, pulling out from my parking space. Suddenly I hear my father’s
voice breaking through the noise of the engine and the protective layer of forced
forgetting; erected over my long-suppressed past. The poison from Bochner’s title is
working through my system. I want to reach for the paper, to shred it, to destroy it, throw
it out from the moving car. But my father’s voice echoes in my ears.
“No more birds on the wire, my son.”
I fight back my tears. I am no longer just inside the car. I am two places at once. I
concentrate on driving, but the memory of the dirt floor in my great grandmother's
dilapidated barn is covered with blood and remnants of a broken bird nest. This scene
within me somehow escapes my inner landscape and pours into my outward reality, like
cigarette smoke, filling the car. I stop at the stop sign before exiting the parking lot and
press the button controlling the window. I am gasping for air.
“Dad, it was an accident, I swear,” I lie. I cannot comprehend or bear the truth nor
the reality and the consequences of my actions. However, my father’s fateful words,
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linking my actions with a possible future in which there won’t be any birds on the
telephone wire in front of my great grandmother’s home carries an unbearable prospect.
I feel as if I murdered the whole universe. I watch as my father kicks a larger piece of
the broken mud nest with his rubber boots. It shatters into pieces as it hits the wall. I
start sobbing. He walks away without saying a word.
Why am I unable to shatter these memories? No matter how hard I tried kicking
them aside, out of the way, out of sight, they always return. Even though, four long
decades had passed since that tragic event, glancing at these words, ‘bird on the wire,’
even though they are written in another language, turns on my mental projector and I
am forced to watch this old footage of murdering a nest of baby swallows in my great
grandmother’s barn.
I reach for the auxiliary cable and plug in my phone. I pull up a random playlist in
my iTunes library and press play.
“I can fight this. Just focus on the music. Recite the lyrics. Whatever it takes.” I
start driving again.
I glance at the crumbled article on the floor once again. A sense of compassion
arises from within. I don’t know why. I reach for it, gently pulling it away from underneath
the heavy backpack. I lift it up and place it next to me, on the passenger seat. I push the
gas pedal to accelerate. I am leaving behind the campus parking lot, but before I turn on
the main road, the traffic light turns red. I stop. I glance at the paper bound article next
to me, on the passenger seat. It is bended and crumpled, badly injured – but it’s no
longer two-dimensional. It is illuminated by the bright red traffic light – no longer black
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and white. Its upper right corner is pointing towards me -- like a gesture of a needed
connection. I play with the idea that the paper next to me is an injured passenger, a
companion, and old hitchhiker, covered with bruises -- in dire need to reach home with
me and through me. There are mutual wounds, but there is already a bond between us.
I have no idea who Arthur P. Bochner is, or what this article is about, but something has
already happened between us, an exchange, between his words in the title and the
memories from my life.
Reflecting on the Encounter (Fall, 2021)
Even after six long years, the memory of this car ride with Bird on the Wire
ignites a deep appreciation for written language and literacy. I am grateful for the ability
to read and witness how words on a page can animate my life, evoking memories,
desires, and a longing for happiness, forgiveness, and transformation. But are these
experiences given to all readers? Do written stories have similar impact on all readers?
What creates these profound experiences between readers and the written texts?
Even for me, these transformative encounters with narratives made visible
through writing are rare and situational. However, these are also the profound literacy
experiences that invite me, the reader/maker to engage and respond in new, creative
ways to textual encounters. For me, those first moments with Bochner’s article gave rise
to an invitation or opening to wrestle and inhabit his story in order to resolve my own
existential conflict, hoping that I might return to or find a state of equilibrium. I always
valued narratives that placed me on a new, unknown, or different terrain, creating
unfamiliarity and even a sense of imbalance, requiring deliberate actions to resolve the
tension. These are the opportunities when my objective as a reader is not necessarily to
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get something out of the story, but to inhabit it, to live in and with the story, and make
something new. 146
However, entering a story and inhabiting it often requires more than basic literacy
skills and imagination. Though, English is not my first language, I don’t think reaching
for the tools and methods of artmaking to achieve a deeper communion or engagement
with stories is an indication of inadequate reading proficiency or comprehension skill
and strategies. The previous chapters/stories revealed how artmaking was indeed
aiding or complementing my scope of comprehension and ability to respond to stories,
since my language skills were not mature, and I lacked fluency in English. However, my
ongoing work with Bird on the Wire shows that the artmaking component of my literacy
engagement is not simply an aesthetic strategy to scaffold and reinforce my literacy
engagement, or to compensate for the lack of skills linked to reading and writing. What I
hope to reveal through this chapter is that artmaking integrated with reading and writing
offers new layers of comprehension, a unique exchange, and resonance, which I might
not achieve or reach without making or creating an aesthetic object.
Scholarly work often remains within textual boundaries and is seldom
represented or transmitted in forms that are outside of the boundaries of written or
spoken language. My vision and hope for incarnational literacy or incarnational
scholarship is to widen the scope of what form scholarship can take and how and where
scholarship is created.
It is also important that this project begins with reading a scholarly text, though
the setting for reading takes place in my art studio. This is an important detail, as space
or the environment can influence or shape the quality of the reading engagement. The
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space evokes a different set of feelings, sensations, creating a unique psychological
state, shaped by my relationship to the space and how the space functions when I
inhabit it as a maker.
My literacy activities (reading and writing) usually take place in my study, in the
library, in the classroom, or when it comes to casual reading, I often read in bed before
falling asleep. Thus, the physical or embodied aspects of literacy when it comes to
reading and writing are often manifest in a stationary, sedentary engagement. However,
due to my habits linked to the art studio and art making, I read Bochner’s article while
moving, walking. I have always been aware of the subtle differences regarding the
environment’s influence on my literacy engagements. However, the environmental
impact and change of my embodied attitudes toward reading in a studio setting created
new layers into my reading and writing process.
Encounters in the Art Studio (Fall, 2015)
I turn on the lights in my studio and walk toward the barstool next to my
oversized worktable. Before taking a seat, I place the article next to the half-finished
mixed media glass mosaic I have been working on for the past few weeks. The work is
titled, Blue Nirvana, based on a passage from Nikos Kazantzakis’s novel, Zorba the
Greek. There is a notecard with a quote from the book which I keep next to the artwork,
as a reminder, as an inspiration. Though this is an abstract piece, I have been reciting
this passage regularly when I work on the mosaic collage, trying to represent my
resonance with the words through fragmented glass pieces. I pick up the notecard
again, say each word out loud, as I associate this act as an invocation to create and
resume my work.
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After a long interval, without having any recourse to logic, I could see with utter
certainty the origin, the growth and the disappearance of the world. It was as if I
had once more plunged into Buddha, but this time without the delusive words
and insolent acrobatic tricks of the mind. This smoke is the essence of his
teaching, these vanishing spirals are life coming impatiently to a happy end in
blue nirvana… 147
I smile, because hearing these familiar words are tied to this mysterious interplay
between reading and making and I pick up a few mosaic tiles and contemplate where to
place them withing the evolving composition. But unlike my assignment which asks me
to search within the text only, matching words and ideas to a certain criterion defined by
a rubric, when I work on this art piece, Kazantzakis’s quote is more of a springboard to
leap into the unknown, or to use another metaphor, a flashlight to illuminate my inner
and outer landscapes. I am tempted to continue working on the mosaic, but I don’t want
to ask for an extension from my professor. Nevertheless, I take a closer look at this
strange tableau; a slowly progressing glass mosaic with its half-covered glistening blue
glass surface, and Bochner’s crumbled article lying next to it. Before picking up the
article from the table, I have the urge to restore it. I reach for my metal ruler, and I
smooth out the paper.
When working in a studio, I rarely sit. I only use the barstool to rest, when I can
no longer stand or if my feet hurt, so it feels strange to sit on the stool and engage with
work, reading. And I am surprised how unconscious this act of sitting down before
reading is. But when reading is part of artmaking, even with the Blue Nirvana project,
especially at the beginning stages, I was walking in circles, notecard in hand, reading,
reciting the passage. Thus, I decide to read Bochner’s paper by walking. But before I
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pick up the article, I circumnavigate the table a few times, before I start. When I reach
for it, I begin reading slowly, saying out loud each word:
Bird on the wire. Freeing the father within me. Arthur P. Bochner
I take a deep breath to suppress the surfacing of my memories with the dead
birds in my great grandmother’s barn and my father, whom I haven’t seen or talked to in
more than a decade. I walk around the table a few more times, before reciting the words
again, but this time with a tone of contempt
Freeing the father within me
“That’s right, Arthur P. Bochner, corresponding author from the University of
South Florida. You pinned me down with two deadly blows,” I say out loud.
I want to continue reading/conversing, but I feel paralyzed by this idea or
possibility of the father within me. I know that I must continue reading, but I am stuck
with this grotesque diagnosis: my father within me. I clear my throat to start reciting the
abstract, but I begin coughing. But it’s not my cough. It’s my father’s. It’s frightening. My
father is a smoker, and his unique coughing as a familiar sound marked my childhood. I
could recognize my father based on his cough. But lately, when I cough, it sounds the
same, or at least so similar, that it frightens me every time. I never smoked, so I should
have a different cough, but that’s not the case. Rather, I am discovering my father within
in me and I play with this strange idea that somehow, he is coughing through me,
signaling me. I need to stop this unfolding madness.
Bochner’s title about this prospect or possibility of my father within me terrifies
me. I hope he is wrong. I need to go beyond this title. I glance at my phone’s illuminated
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clock. I have been here for more than fifteen minutes, and I haven’t progressed beyond
the title. I pick up the article again and with renewed determination, and I manage to
read the abstract and key words.
But again, as I finish reading the five key words, reciting them out loud, they
startle me.
Narrative
Autoethnography
Father-son relationship
Memory
Forgiveness
I always thought of keywords in articles as the main ingredients in a recipe book
for a meal. I wonder how this meal would taste, what it would look like? I am not sure
what narrative and autoethnography is about. Though, I have tasted the pungency of a
father-son relationship, I have experienced the persisting pain rising from memory, I am
aware of the bittersweet zest of forgiveness; nevertheless, I am not sure if I like the
sound of this word, autoethnography. I am too tired to go upstairs and look up the
definition of autoethnography. I have been here for more than half an hour, and still
stuck on the first page. My frustration turns to anger, and I throw the article at the table.
“I cannot read this,” I say out loud, as I begin walking with an increased speed,
like I am racing against someone, or trying to run away from something. I am agitated. I
fear that I am losing it. It’s too much. Feelings of inadequacy and self-pity surface and
try to shortcut my anger with a conclusion that I am not cut out for graduate school or
scholarly work. The rising anxiety turns to self-hatred, and I despise myself for my
inability to handle the most basic task of reading a brief academic article.
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“Five pages, damn it! Snap out of this!” I say out loud, as if I was my own
disappointed coach.
There is a knock on my studio door, and I hear my wife’s voice,
“It’s almost midnight, you should finish, and come up.”
“Almost, done,” I lie. “Ten more minutes.”
I make a radical decision to read the article without stopping. I reach for the scattered
pages and resume my walk.
“I can do this,” I reassure myself. I begin again, for the third time. I pick up where
I stopped.
Under history, memory and forgetting
Under memory and forgetting, life
But a writing life is another story
Incompletion
(Ricoeur, 2004)

I momentarily wonder about the correct pronunciation of this name, Ricoeur, but I force
myself to read on.
In 1997, I published a story that focused on an epiphany I experienced after I
learned that my father had died while I was attending a national communication
convention…
I am slowly lulled by my own tired, monotone voice, and like in a lucid dream, I find
myself in a story and read it as a record of my own reality.
As a child, I had experienced my relationship with my father as traumatizing and
destructive...
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I continue reading with a slow pace, out loud, as if it was scripture. I walk in circles for a
while, but as I turn the first page over, I start pursuing new routes in my studio, pacing
with more certainty, like I am walking a labyrinth in a sacred cathedral, toward its center
– seeking to find my own center. As I reach the heart of my imaginary labyrinth, my
worktable, I recite the sentence several time:
I remember one of the last times I saw you. You kissed me on the lips and held
me tight. Then you whispered in my ear, “Try to see me more often.”
I stop with this sentence.
“This is the center of the labyrinth; this is the center of the universe,” I say to
myself. I want to remain with this image. I read the sentence again, tasting each word,
slowly, trying to imagine the flavor of these words. What comes to mind is the sweet,
calming smell of rising challah dough. I try to imagine this scene with my father, in my
great grandmother’s kitchen, with the baking challah bread in her wood fire oven.
I don’t think my father ever kissed me, but as I read these words out loud, my
frustration, anger, and judgment toward my father also lessen. New possibilities are
born, and I am kissed and held by these words through the sound of my voice.
“It’s twelve-thirty!” I hear my wife’s voice from upstairs. “Please, don’t forget to
turn off the lights downstairs when you come up. I am going to bed,” she says.
“Okay. I am almost done,” I say.
I resume my journey out of the center of this imaginary labyrinth toward the
entrance, which is also an exit. They are the same. I recite the rest of the article out
loud. I read slowly, but deliberately. When I reach the edge of my worktable, I place my
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palm on the half-finished collage, Blue Nirvana, and repeat the last line of the story, a
quote from Leonard Cohen, three times, so I won’t forget.
I hope you know, it was never you.
I place the article next to Blue Nirvana in the company of Kazantzakis’ words.
The improvised composition looks like a shrine. I turn off the lights and walk upstairs.
Enchantment (Fall 2015)
“Did you finish your paper?” my wife asks.
She is already in bed, checking the news feed on her phone.
“Oh, no,” I say. “I am totally losing it. I got lost in reading and I completely forgot
the evaluation. Oh, no” I repeat with a renewed sense of panic and anxiety.
“What were you doing downstairs for all this time?” my wife asks.
“Reading. I was reading the article.” I reply, emphasizing the word, reading.
“For an hour? You said it was only five pages,” she says.
“Was I there for an hour?” I ask with disbelief.
“Yes, more than an hour, actually.” my wife says.
Then, suddenly, I realize:
And I knew…
This was not a narrative inquiry,
nor an Autoethnography.
It was a spell.
It took possession of me.
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“I don’t know what’s happening. I guess, I am just stressed out. I have too many
things on my plate,” I say.
“What are you talking about?” My wife says. “It’s just a one-page paper. I’ve
never seen you so freaked out by a five-page article and a one-page review. What is
this article about?”
“I am not sure,” I say.
“Not, sure? You just spent over an hour reading it,” my wife says.
“I know. I read it, but it’s nothing like the other articles I read before. I don’t know
how to say it, but it took possession of me, like a spell,” I say.
“You are not making any sense,” my wife says.
“Believe me, I know,” I say. I turn off my nightlight, and stare at the ceiling, wide
awaken. After a few moments of silence, I add,
“I think it’s about wrestling with incompletion and our desire to set things right. To
repair things, even beyond death.”
My wife scrolls through her twitter feed, the bluish light, emanating from her phone,
surrounding her face, like a halo.
“I think, I think, the article is about me. It’s about my possible future.” I am not
sure if my wife is listening, but I continue.
“I am afraid, I will not be with my father, when he dies.”
My wife puts down her phone on the pillow between us.
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“What are you talking about? This is nonsense. What’s going on? You haven’t
seen or talked to him for a decade. Is he sick? Is he dying? How would you know?” my
wife asks.
“I don’t know,” I say.
The bright illuminating light from her phone between us suddenly turns fainter,
and fades into the darkness of our bedroom. We both remain in silence, for a few
seconds before I continue.
“I am sorry. Somehow, I just saw my life unfolding in this article with all these
possibilities. I suddenly became aware of the pain of my broken relationship with my
father,” I say. My wife remains silent.
“I can’t put words to this. I think you should read this article. It’s like a parallel
universe, where my life is lived through someone else’s body in a different time, on a
different stage, and the story is punctuated with metaphorical portals, through which I
could re-visit and re-experience my own past. I know how strange it sounds, but I am
not sure how to write about this, or evaluate it based on a rubric.”
My wife reaches for her phone, and as soon as she touches the screen, it
automatically turns on, ending the soothing darkness with a harsh artificial light. I turn
away from the glowing object, and stare at the wall. I am glad she did not see me
pacing in my studio, possessed by Bochner’s story, reading out loud with my Eastern
European accent, like I was in the pulpit in church, delivering a sermon. But who am I in
Bochner’s story? Am I the father? Am I the son? Am I Camus’ Sisyphus? Or am I the
poet-songwriter, weaving his melancholy song to seduce the reader/listener? What is
177

certain that I am not a bystander. I am not a witness of Bochner’s story. I am in his story
or perhaps the story is becoming me.
I replay the image in my head, from a bird’s eye view, looking at myself walking
in circles, reciting the article. Was I trying to read myself into Bochner’s life, feasting on
his wisdom and claiming the freedom he offers? How did I manage to forget that the
reason I went into the studio was to write a paper? To finish an assignment. Am I losing
it?
I am reminded of Nietzsche who writes about trances and epiphanies that people
experienced in the theaters of ancient Greece, and how people in the audience lived
through the play as it was happening to them. They felt as if the gods indeed appeared
on the stage through the actors and the choir, and the play served as a conduit for
authentic communion with reality itself. Thus, the audience became active participants
in the unfolding drama, and they were transformed by catharsis. I suddenly realize this
is exactly what had happened tonight, as I was reciting Bochner’s words. I was in him. I
was with him. I was given something through him. His words and my spoken voice
induced a trance, and I realized what was important, what was suppressed and
unfinished. And it happened through an experience of full immersion, incarnating the
story through reading it aloud, through movement, through personal resonance with
Bochner’s narrative, and through the environment. In the past, I had powerful reading
experiences but this time it felt all encompassing, like being in a virtual reality simulator
where I am unable to distinguish the virtual from the real. 148
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I am restless throughout the night and when my phone’s alarm goes off, I return
to my basement studio. When I reach for the article, the morning sunlight momentarily
blinds me as it bounces off the iridescent glass surface of Blue Nirvana.
“It must be a sign,” I say to myself.
I gently trace my fingers across the edge of the unfinished mosaic layer, where it
meets the wooden base board. I feel the warmth of the glass, realizing that it has been
soaking up the morning sunlight entering the room. The tiny, angled glass surfaces
reflect light particles across the studio, like a playful dance, projecting colors and
shapes onto the walls and ceiling. Suddenly, there is a profound and strong desire to
make a work of art from this story.
“Why not?” I ask myself.
Most of my art had been inspired by words and stories, and as I could not leave
Kazantzakis’ passage about blue nirvana bounded to a page as text, now I long to give
Bird on the Wire a new form. Something tangible. However, these thoughts are
immediately dispersed by the harsh reality of the looming deadline of the assignment,
the need to critique this article through the qualitative research evaluation rubric located
in my course folder. I pull out the three-page evaluation rubric. I place it next to
Bochner’s article. I reach for a highlighter, and I begin reading the entries on the rubric
line-by-line and marking the corresponding elements in the article.
Opening elements: A. Title is 12 words or less.
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I highlight the title of the article. I count the words. Bird (1) on (2) the (3) Wire (4):
Freeing (5) the (6) Father (7) Within (8) Me (6) - Nine words. Good. I circle the 2 points
out of the 2 possible. I move to the next section.
Title indicates most important elements of report, i.e., population, focus,
methodology, and findings.
Even if I read the title figuratively, it does not meet the objectives, set by the
rubric. Even though, I love the title and find it powerful and creative, I must circle the 0
points out of 2 possible. There is a sensation of sadness envelops me, as if this act
could hurt Bocher.
The next rubric entry is Abstract is 200 or less.
I highlight the abstract as I read and counting each word. I feel relieved that it is
less than 200 words, so I circle 2 points out of 2 possible.
As I carefully read through each section of Bochner’s paper several times
focusing on the objectives and requirements set by the rubric, I grow increasingly
frustrated. It is obvious that the author did not use this rubric as a roadmap to construct
his story, and I wonder what would have happened if he wrote Bird on the Wire with the
rubric in mind. Still, even after a few readings of the same story, I am moved and
inspired by Bochner’s story, but evaluating it through a rubric creates a complex set of
feelings, including tension, discomfort, and frustration. I feel like a cartographer without
his instruments, walking a landscape, but unable to record it as a map. I am not sure
how to evaluate Bird on the Wire through this limited lens or set of expectations. And
the more zeros I circle on the rubric, the more this act also changes my relationship to
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Bochner’s story. Suddenly I feel ambivalent because I am not sure if I should choose
sides. Based on the rubric, this story should be rejected as a publishable piece, but at
the same time, I was never touched by an academic article before. I glance at my
computer’s clock and began to type frantically, so I won’t miss the submission deadline.
I can hear my inner voice, angrily questioning Bochner, but this is also the voice of a
compassionate teacher who can still see the brilliance in a student who is failing a
grade.
“Where is the damn statement of research problem, or the naming of the
intended audience? Why is it not explicit? Where is the synopsis of current literature? Is
there a connection between the literature and the research question? Do you even have
a research question here?” I ask myself as struggle to write up my findings.
As I glance at the marginalia of the rubric filled with zeros, I feel bad for Art. As I
continue reading the article, guided by the demands of the rubric, I am becoming more
and more agitated and angry about this forced evaluation. I add another zero to the
form, and begin typing, maintaining an objective, but also distant and cold voice:
The author does not provide step-by-step description of procedures, with
corresponding headings. The author does not explain steps of data generation,
collection, and data analysis, as well as the rationale for each design choice. The author
fails to discuss the limitations of his study and the paper does not end with a discussion
section.
When I reach the last criteria on the rubric, I am relieved, because there are at
least references and they are in APA style. They also correspond to the citations in the
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text. Good. Finally, I can give the maximum 2 points. I also give the maximum 2 points
for writing and coherence, but as I add up the points, it is obvious that this work should
have been rejected, but then if it had, probably my life would be also very different.
Why was Bochner’s story not rejected? Are we using the right rubric in this
qualitative class? Maybe there is a different rubric for this type of work? There must be,
because the rubric did not have any criteria about the intensity of my feelings ignited by
the author’s writing. There were no criteria about the reader’s meaningful communion
with his or her life. There were no points rewarded for the fact that as a reader I was
called to the reexamination of long forgotten events. I could not give points for the hope
I located in my life, nor could I acknowledge the fact that Bochner’s story reoriented my
life and gave me a source of light to make sense of my own darkness.
In my submission, as a post-script, I add:
Dear Professor Peters,
I was moved by your colleague’s story, but as you see in my evaluation, this
piece should not have been published in a qualitative journal. Though, I
understand the rationale of this assignment, for this article, the rubric felt limiting,
even counterproductive. For example, does it matter that the story has a heart?
Why are there no criteria for an experience of transcendence, epiphanies, and
aliveness? Or why should I evaluate a story when it has already changed me?
Why go back, and record or describe what has happened? Why not create out of
this experience, using the work as a new beginning?

For a moment I contemplate deleting this rambling conclusion as part of my
article critique, but I decide to leave it. I press send.
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Seeking More (Fall 2015)
“So, Csaba, what do you mean by creating something tangible based on
Bochner’s article?” Dr. Peters asks.
“Well, there is a strong pull or a desire, a profound longing to spend more time, or
a different kind of time with this article. I am not sure how to say it, but I feel as this story
demands more than reading it once or reviewing it for the class based on a rubric and
responding only through writing. I think using the rubric for this article is
counterproductive,” I say.
“I am not sure if I understand where you are going with this,” Dr. Peters says.
“I want to give a new form to Bochner’s story. Something that’s beyond the
realms and reaches of a written text. I am not sure how to say this, but I want to enter a
different kind of time and a different kind of space with this article,” I say.
“I get the art studio, as a different space to conduct research, but what do you
mean by a different kind of time? Time is time,” Dr. Peters says.
“Yes, but time is experienced differently based on what we do or how we occupy
time. For example, when I wrote my critique of Bochner’s article based on the qualitative
research evaluation rubric, time felt narrow, oppressive, and demanding. I felt that time
was a scarcity, painfully fleeting and empty. I had regrets of spending time this way
because it no longer served or enhanced my relationship with the story,” I say.
“Have you considered that you may have misunderstood the objective. There is
no need to overcomplicate this task. I simply want all my students to learn what
publishable qualitative research looks like on paper,” Dr. Peters says.
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“Yes, Dr. Peters. I don’t think I misunderstood the objective of the homework
assignment, but what if the article demands something else from us? Like making an
object or responding with another story,” I say.
Dr. Peters looks at his watch and seems agitated.
“Well, that’s outside of the realm of time we share here in qual one, to use your
analogy of different times. Look, I am not trying to limit your scope of engagement, and
you can certainly use your time outside of the classroom to interact with articles in other
ways. But remember that time is a precious commodity in graduate school and if you
get stuck on one article, it might prevent you to progress in your learning or knowledge
acquisition as a scholar. Not to mention that producing art instead of publishable
research, which is mostly words on the page, may be counterproductive if you want to
advance or remain in academia,” Dr. Peters says.
I nod and force on a smile, but deep inside I feel crushed. I don’t know how to
say it, how to express it, or how to explain my desire to live with Bochner’s story. I know
that Bird on the Wire stopped me or allowed me to exit a strong current that pulled me
into one direction. I know and I feel that Bird on the Wire has more to offer, and I want to
know what else is there. Beyond reading, beyond critiquing, or beyond writing about it.
New Incarnation (Fall 2015)
I turn on the lights in the studio. I feel alive. I rush to my clay bucket to take out a
lump of clay, as I place Bochner’s article on my large cutting board. I have been waiting
for this moment since the end of the class.
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The clay is cold and rigid. It requires the heat of my body and touch to make it
malleable. I break the large lump of clay into smaller pieces. I take up a small piece and
start molding it, as I walk around my worktable and resume my imaginary conversation
with the author.
“You remember, Art? This is what we did a few days ago. When I first read your
story. We walked in circles,” I say out loud as I am passing the clay from one hand to
the other, like an ancient form of dialogue, or exchange.
“But, you know, it was different. I held you in my hands, but you were the one
who warmed me and made me less rigid. That’s what I like about you, Art. You let me
move, you let me hold you, but I am the one who is changing.”
I make the clay into a fist-sized ball and place it into a plastic slab. I pick up
another piece and start the warming process.
“I want to make something that we can mold or change together. Something
tangible, so we can both expand the boundaries of incompletion. Isn’t what you wanted?
To help me see that incompletion is not necessarily a limitation or a source of shame?”
I place the warm, pliable clay ball next to the previous one, and pick up the
remaining cold clay.
“You know what I think about Bird on the Wire?” I ask out loud.
I take a note of the silence as I look at the printed article on the cutting board. Its
humble size, five stapled pages with the repeated layout of two columns of text, offers
an entire universe to explore. And this universe is far from silent. Searching for answers,
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searching for new connections, I recall key passages from the story. I pick up the article
and as I flip through the pages. I notice Cohen’s line about the shape of love. I realize
that I have never thought of love as a shape or color, but rather as an emotion, or
feeling. I reach for my phone and google the lyrics of Bird on the Wire. After a quick
read, I immediately notice that Bochner didn’t just copy stanzas from the lyrics into his
story. He made changes.
I imagine the author with an inquisitive, expecting look, waiting for my response.
“Well, this is what I think, Art. You used Cohen’s poetry to guide your readers,
like laying down a path of symbolic steppingstones. You also had the courage to
disconnect the stanzas from the original whole, like removing seeds from a kernel, so
you can spread them far and wide. See, there are times, when I see your story, Bird on
the Wire, as a symbolic garden. There are parts, I haven’t explored, but there are
sections I visit daily to water and protect.”
I unite the three clay balls into a larger soft pile and start kneading it on the
plastic tray with both hands. I imagine Art, looking at me through his words on the
pages, asking about my resonance as a reader.
“That’s a good question, Art, but I am not sure how to answer it. First, I wanted to
create a mixed media collage depicting a garden, but the more time I spend with your
story, there is a face emerging. See, I haven’t looked at my father’s face for a long time,
but I do yearn for this – to see him. I yearn to touch his face, to kiss his face, like your
father kissed yours. What I envision is to create an iconic image, a face, a fatherly face.
What do you think?”
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I work for hours with the clay, touching, molding, reflecting, walking away,
returning, remaking, repositioning. When I finish the sculpted face, I ask the imagined
presence of Art Bochner, what he thinks about it. Instead, he smiles and asks about the
birds from my great grandmother’s barn.

FIGURE 5.4. The Making of Bird on the Wire. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video
Montage. 149
“I know you will ask this. I am sorry that you can’t see the connection. No one
will. But this is exactly what I wanted to point out to my professor that after reading your
story, it was not just your story. It became my story as your words morphed into a path
or a portal into my past, merging two seemingly unrelated stories into a new subjective
experience. Your use of the bird metaphor has a clear purpose and objective in your
story. But for me those words - bird, wire, father - cracked open a long-suppressed
memory, a tragic childhood event. So, initially I read your story against or through those
past events, and during those first readings, your story helped me remember. That’s
why I shredded the first printout of the article into pieces. I was angry at myself, angry at
my father, angry at you, but when I returned to read your words again in light of my
experiences, I realized that I can also use your story to heal past wounds and to
eventually let go of the pain I once experienced.”
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I walk back to my sculpture depicting a face and examine its evolving features,
tracing my fingers from the forehead towards the chin. I rest my fingers on the lips. The
clay is smooth but cold to the touch.
“I don’t know if I should tell this, but the first time I experienced ‘being fully alive,’
was that moment of killing those innocent baby birds and lying to my father about what
happened. I never told this to anyone, but now you. Killing and lying made me feel or
experience something primal and overwhelming -- like I was real. I felt alive. I mean
alive in the deepest, truest sense. Can you imagine the horror of this recognition? I was
alive through these two acts that were in the service of death and destruction. How is it
possible? What does it mean? And yes, I was very young. Yes, maybe I was naïve. I
loved the birds on the wire outside of my great grandmother’s house and I wanted to
tame them. And the storm of emotions that occurred during those few minutes were
unlike anything I ever experienced.”
Before I can wipe away a tear running down my cheek, it lands on the sculpture. I
imagine this teardrop permanently becoming part of the clay. I sigh and continue
shaping the clay, while carrying on with my imaginary conversation with Art.
“Art, I only wanted those birds to be closer to me, like friends who are not afraid
of you. I wanted to feel their soft, winged bodies. I wanted them to fly into my room in
the morning and sit on my bed. I wanted them to eat from my hand. I was possessed by
this desire to become one of them. I envied them, Art. That’s it! I envied how they could
fly and go to Africa. They flew to Africa and back every year. I had to tame them in order
to play with them. I needed that connection. I needed that possibility of escape.”
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I fill up a large plastic bowl with flour and add a hint of salt.
“No, Art.” I smile.
“I am not cooking.”
I wipe off more tears from my face, but I also am laughing. Suddenly, I remember
before that fateful morning at my great grandmother’s house, how my mother read me a
passage from Exupery’s Little Prince. I walk over to a special section of my bookshelf
where I keep my treasured books, and I quickly find the Exupery’s book and the
passage. I read it out loud to Art.
"I can't play with you," the fox said. "I'm not tamed."
"Ah! Excuse me," said the little prince. But upon reflection he added, "What does
tamed mean?"
"You're not from around here," the fox said.
"What are you looking for?"
"I'm looking for people," said the little prince.
"What does tamed mean?"
"People," said the fox, "have guns and they hunt. It's quite troublesome. And they
also raise chickens. That's the only interesting thing about them. Are you looking
for chickens?"
"No," said the little prince, "I'm looking for friends. What does tamed mean?"
"It's something that's been too often neglected. It means, 'to create ties'..." (pp.
58-59)
“I regret that my mom stopped here and did not continue with the story,” I say.
“Perhaps she got distracted. But I do regret not learning about the Fox’s suggested
method of taming. Now I know better.” I smile.
“Yes, Art. That’s right. Mine was an incomplete story. But can I blame
incompletion as the ground or motivation for my actions? I really thought that in order to
tame those birds, I just needed to get them out of their nest and take over the role of the
parents, like we did with kittens and puppies. I thought it was the same thing, or the
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same process,” I say, as I walk back to the bookshelf. I put The Little Prince back in its
place, and on my way back, I grab a plastic jar filled with water. When I reach the bowl, I
poor the water slowly into the flour and salt, while I use a rusted metal whisker to stir the
mixture.
“But the way they died, in a split second. I don’t know. I can’t, Art. It’s killing me.”
As the mixture in the bowl gets thicker, I grab a box filled with cut up newspaper strips. I
cover the clay sculpture with aluminum foil, molding the foil to perfectly cover the clay
features. I want to be covered, like the clay, with shiny metal to glow -- to reflect light.
“Yes. That’s a good idea, Art. I am just not ready to tell, especially here. I like
your idea of the poem. I will try. I should title it, ‘No Bird on the Wire. 150”
I imagine Art smiling as I wipe off another tear.
New Foundations (Fall 2015)
I soak the inch-wide old newspaper strips in the mixture of water, flour, and salt.
In this lukewarm liquid the paper becomes soft and malleable, and I start placing these
wet, slippery strips over the foil covered clay face, creating a paper mâché sculpture.
There is a familiar smell reminding me of my great grandmother’s kitchen. Somehow
this mixture of simple ingredients creates another portal, though, this one has never
opened before. I see my great grandmother next to her wood fire oven. She is cooking. I
remain silent. I watch her - like looking at a religious icon with reverence and hope for a
mystical communion. Does this moment arise because of Bird on the Wire? Would I
have seen my great grandmother, if I haven’t read Art’s story, or if I stopped with the
required task of critiquing it?
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Where does reading start? Where does reading end? I can no longer answer this
question. I can no longer find the genesis of my work or the origin of my stories. I
always find comfort in the idea of singularity where everything in the universe or at least
every possibility for a universe was tightly packed into an infinite point. Bird on the Wire
was already there, and Art, his father, me and everything before and after us will remain
as a continuum. I find comfort in this idea that all existence, every story, past, present,
and future was already there in the singularity, 13.82 billion years ago. I try to imagine
being infinitely close to everything and everyone. That primordial seed, just before the
Big Bang, signals a closeness in which all potential seemed inseparable. Making this
artwork is my humble attempt to return to singularity, to re-experience what it means to
be one and inseparable. However, making this artwork is also a conscious act to initiate
a new explosion for the beginning of a new, another universe.
When I finish my paper mâché sculpture, I reach for the article again. My hand is
covered with dry, thin, pealing dough, smelling like my great grandmother's kitchen. I
take a deep breath to revere the scent. I look at the thin, flaking layer of batter, thinking
that I am shedding an old layer of skin. Moreover, I feel that reading Art’s story in a
traditional sense can never reach completion, not matter how many times I read it. But
now
I am thinking through my hands.
I am reading with my scissors.
I am reflecting through the glue.
“I am sorry, Art. I know you won’t like this.” I say, as I reach for a sharp X-Acto
knife and a pair of scissors.
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“Let me explain.” I remove the cover page and place a wooden ruler over the first
page, aligning it with the title.
“I would like to cover the sculpture with your words. I want to use this printed
article as the symbolic flesh on the paper mâché face. But I need to cut your printed
story into thin strips, so your words on the paper can bend around the features.” I
imagine a sad, confused face of my imaginary friend, so I come up with something more
comforting.
“Once I cover the face with your article, I will add an intricate layer of glass over
it, so it will last for hundreds of years. It will be sealed under the glass. Imagine!”
Art remains silent, but I proceed with the cutting. I cut carefully, making sure that
I don’t cut into the printed letters. It’s a long process. First, I experience a playful joy of
shredding the article, but as I glance at the growing pile of thin paper strips, I experience
grief as well.
“It’s gone, Art. Look. Your article looks so different now.” I point to a pile of thin
paper strips.
“These are still your words, Art. Please, don’t get mad.” I hear Art’s concerned
voice about losing the order of the story.
“I know, Art. The sentences are no longer in order. But it doesn’t matter. Look!”
I pull out a random strip of paper and read the content out loud:
Still, I’ve had to work mightily hard and submerge my craving for a life in a cave
of cerebral reflection. I always wondered what…
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“See, it still makes sense. It’s you. It’s me, and I know how the sentence ends,
because I remember. I read it so many times. It ends with a reference to your father and
his shop. I quote it from memory:
[I always wondered what] was going through your head when you buried yourself
in your work, confirming most of your walking life to the four walls of the cold,
damp basement shop of yours.
I reach into the pile of paper strips and read another fragment. I read each
sentence even if they are incomplete because of the random cutting of the strips.
Sometimes, I walk around with the piece of paper in my hand with glue on one side and
I read the sentence or phrases. Sometimes in silence, sometimes out loud. I taste each
word. I try to remember their context, what came before, what comes after. I recite them
out loud. I recite them with my inner voice. I answer to them when they demand
answers. We carry each other. We are learning to connect.
I return to the paper mâché sculpture and find a place for the thin paper strips
containing other fragments of the story. When I join one paper fragment with another, I
read them together, seeking tensions, seeking connections, embracing new
possibilities. Where does reading begin? Where does reading end?
For days, I work on this phase, adding a new layer of flesh to a sculpture made
out of old news, flour, salt, and water – the basic ingredients of survival. There are days
when I only place a dozen or fewer paper strips onto the paper mâché sculpture. During
those days, I walk longer distances with the paper strips and I try to feel the weight of
their words. One afternoon, as I reach into the pile, I pick up the following fragment:
death in life. Do you know the passage in the Song of Songs…
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I stare at the words: death in life. And I hear Art asking to recall the passage
from the Bible. I recite the verse out loud:
Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as
death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire, which
hath a most vehement flame.
I put the paper strip into back the shrinking pile, unable to glue it to the face.
There were numerous other significant moments and epiphanies that occurred
during this time of creating the art. When the entire sculpture was covered with article
fragments, containing each part of the printed story, I decided to read Art’s story
through this new, improvised order. There was no longer a set beginning; there was no
longer a set ending. I was reading from lips to forehead, from eyes to nose, from nose
to cheeks. I became like a child playing a game for the first time with rules I just
invented. I was laughing and crying, disappearing into nothingness and emerging as
one who is everything without shame or pride. I was taming the whole universe - with its
abusive fathers, and sons, birds, and poets... I was alive.
Broken glass became the cure
And I knew…
This was not a narrative inquiry,
nor an Autoethnography.
It was a spell.
It took possession of me.
I could not stop.
I could not sit.
But I was alive.
There was no darkness and ghosts,
I merged with the pages
As I shredded them,
Rearranging them into new patterns and forms.
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What was I doing?
What was this madness keeping me alive day-after-day.
Progressing slowly
Like tending a grave
But never abandoning the story
As it morphed into a sacred object.
I put a large jar of broken glass on the table. I reach inside and gently grab a
handful of translucent glass fragments. This is my special collection from old, broken
windows -- homes, churches, and synagogues.
“Art, I want to show you something.” I empty the content of my hand onto the
table.
“Some of these fragments used to be part of treasured homes, old churches, and
synagogues. For years, people brought me broken glass they salvaged. Somehow, they
felt a connection and they wanted an artist to use them, to make them into something,
to preserve them in a new form.” I look through the small pile of glass fragments and I
pull out a thin, translucent, amber colored piece.
“Look.” I hold up the piece.
“This is hand blown. It must be around two or three hundred years old. It was
either part of a church or a synagogue window. Whenever I work with these old broken
pieces, I try to imagine the spaces they once adorned. I imagine how they created a
spectacle in a sacred space as they formed an image or a symbol to adore through the
entering sunlight.”
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I reach for a thick, rectangle shaped glass piece and place it next to the sculpted
surface, covered with text from Bird on the Wire. I remove the protecting cap from a
large bottle of specialty glue, and I squirt a penny sized thick white content into the
glass. I reach for the tiny, hand-blown amber colored glass fragment and carefully dip it
to the glue. I place it onto the sculpture. I can see the panic in Art’s imagined presence,
saying that his words are no longer visible. Yes, the white glue is misleading, so I
explain.
“It’s a transparent glue, but it only becomes transparent when it is completely dry.
It might take days, but your written words will reappear under the glass.” I reach for
another tiny fragment of glass and place it next to the previous shard.
“Yes, Art. It will take a very long time. If I can work a few hours every day, it
should take about two weeks,” I say.
I return to my studio every day to work on this piece. It is like visiting an old
friend. The more time I spend with this work, the more I learn about Art and myself. I reread the article, now covering the face – out of order, out of sequence – many times. I
embrace the slow progress and I embrace the pain. The first time I cut my finger, I see
Art’s worried face, but I reassure him with a smile.
“It’s part of the work,” I say. “You’ll see. All my fingers will have several bandages
by the time I finish.” I take out a bandage from the box and put it on my bleeding finger.
In a sense, I embrace this element of bleeding. It has sacred dimension, a primordial
covenant through small injuries.
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One day, I did not notice a small cut on my finger, so a small part of the exposed
paper surface was stained with my blood. I did not clean it off, because the letters were
still visible through it. I covered the area with pieces of gray, translucent glass,
preserving my corporeal fragment as part of the art.
“Isn’t it strange?” I ask. “To have a part of my physical reality here, under the
glass, over your words. Cells, DNA, a drop of blood absorbed by the paper. What does
it mean? Can I categorize our work as sacred objects of infinite layers? Your story, your
life, your words, paper, flour, salt, old newspapers, my touch, my blood, the glue, the
glass, the kiss from the sunlight and so on.”
There are days when I remain silent, working for hours, slowly reaching a partial
completion. I know that the art piece will be complete as I fill every inch with fragmented
glass, but I also know that it is only an illusion of completion. My art, my work, my
existence, like a writing life will remain an incompletion. But incompletion is the
foundation for continuation.
Incompletion is the possibility for connection. Now I understand that Bird on the
Wire is purposefully incomplete. It is incomplete, so I could join. And I want to maintain,
embrace, and tend incompletion, because completion is an end, perhaps an insidious
entropic death that I should avoid reaching. But perhaps, incompletion is infinite,
offering infinite ways to move toward completion but never getting there or reaching it.
I secure the last piece of glass fragment onto the sculpted face, covered with
Bochner’s writing. As the glue dries under the glass, suddenly the words become
visible. I can read them again though it is more difficult due to the layer of glass over the
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writing. Reading the words is more demanding. In some places, I have to guess,
improvise, fill in, invent. The larger, handmade fused glass pieces act as a magnifying
glass, and I start paying attention to the words the glass augments and makes more
prominent. I have a feeling that Bochner’s story achieved a new evolutionary state. It is
alive. It is changing. It is seeking new engagements.
I mix the grout in a disposable plastic bowl and cover the entire surface. I use a
brush to ensure that each miniscule gap will be filled with this protective layer of colored
cement. Once the mixture is dry, I start removing it. I fill like an archeologist, carefully
scrapping away the dried grout, making the words underneath the glass visible again.
After a few hours of diligent cleaning, the piece is finished. I call out to my imaginary
companion whose words inspired my work.
“Art,” I say. “I think it is complete.”
“Not yet,” he says. “You forgot something.”
I close my eyes. I am with my father, back in Hungary. He looks much older than I
imagined, but he is alive and well. I reach for his face and then I kiss his lips. I open my
eyes and notice a tiny cut on my lips and a drop of blood on the sculpted lips.
“It’s a good beginning.” I imagine art pausing for a second and adding. “Like the
first day creation. A genesis of life.” I smile and add,
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“Yes, another incompletion.”

FIGURE 5.5. Purifying Conversations. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video
Montage. 151
Playing Half-Life Alyx (Summer 2021)
In the past few days, I have been slowly making my way through City 17,
searching for my father through the story of Alyx Vance. I am still shaken by the
moment, seeing my fictional father for a moment reaching for my arms to save him from
falling into a deep crevice. But no matter how I stretched out my arms in this virtual
world, the distance between our hands was impossible to reduce and I could never
touch his hand. I would have to let go off the platform entirely and fall with him into a
shared death. But instinctively, I held onto my secure place, afraid to jump, afraid to die.
I felt ashamed for several hours. However, as I continued playing the game or story, I
found out that my father survived that fall. Since that discovery, I am following the voice
of Russel, a friend of my father, guiding me to a place where his is held hostage. But
going through the dark tunnels and abandoned buildings, filled with vicious alien
creatures, and combine solders has been emotionally draining. Like a child unprepared
for the adult world and the obstacle course designed for adults, I am stumbling and
constantly failing and falling. I am not the hero type who can handle guns or combat, not
even in a videogame. The game fills me with terror as each step toward the citadel
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confronts me with increasingly difficult challenges. Still, I am making progress because I
want to see and rescue “my” dad. I want to reunite with him. But I wonder if I am just
using this experience, this fictional quest, to lessen my pain.
I realize that the horrors of the game are like the horrors of my childhood. But
here in this game, it is a planned and orchestrated virtual reality made from language,
code. What makes up reality outside the game? To what extent are language and
people who speak responsible to construct realities that others are subjected to
experience? Embracing nonduality as my theoretical framework is perhaps a coping
mechanism to see duality and the dichotomy of subject and object as illusions. And my
experiences with Bird on the Wire indeed point towards the essence of nondual
teaching, namely “the recognition that underlying the multiplicity and diversity of
experience there is a single, infinite and indivisible reality, whose nature is pure
consciousness, from which all objects and selves derive their apparently independent
existence. 152” Bird on the Wire, as it was handed me on a stapled stack of five pages
during that evening class of qual one, years ago gave rise to this marvelous dance or
interplay between words and experience, experience and words, blurring or even
erasing the boundaries between them. Art Bochner turned his experiences into words,
while I turned his words into an experience expressed by making a collage. Words or
language are made from reality and reality is made of language and words and perhaps
there is no separation between them. Playing this video game and my mixed media
collage dependent and emerging out of words or stories. I think it is evident that the
computer code and Art’s writing are incarnating into new realities that I am inhabiting
right now. But all stories or realities remain static, unless I play my role, unless I engage
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in play. The game won’t progress without me. Similarly, Art’s story could only bring a
world into existence through reading. However, I could only fully progress in and
through his story by going beyond reading or extending reading into making. Creating
the collage based on Bird on the Wire is like interacting in a game, rather than watching
someone else’s gameplay. Being in these stories, becoming Alyx, and becoming Art
allows me to relive certain moments of my life. Doing this through incarnational literacy,
I am safe. I feel protected. Incarnational literacy offers a safe space with unique tools. It
is like a simulation, an immersive experience to learn from.
In the game when I encounter an ugly head crab that nearly kills me or when I
accidently drop a grenade too close, I see my blood splattering across the room. I hear
the explosion, I am blinded by the light, I see the shards flying through the air, I witness
the death of my virtual character. But I am not hurt and I can return anew and try again.
Reengaging with memories is valuable to gain understanding and for learning to
appreciate for what has happened. I can repair my world because I am learning how to
read it. And reading is creating.

FIGURE 5.6 . Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: Bird on the Wire.
Digital Collage and Videorecording. 153
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CHAPTER SIX:CODA (COSMOS FROM CHAOS)
“We're each of us alone, to be sure. What can you do but hold your hand out in the
dark?” 154
Introduction
In 2020, I was invited to deliver a virtual keynote address for the Hillsborough
County Literacy Council's (HLC) 2020 Annual Student/Tutor Appreciation Ceremony. 155
Creating a brief, 17-minutes multimedia presentation offered a meaningful opportunity to
share how literacy shaped my existence and what it meant for me to read, write, and
communicate in English as my second language. The audience was largely made up of
volunteer tutors and English language learners; thus, my central objective was to share
insights from my lived experiences both as an English language learner and a novice
literacy scholar. I also introduced incarnational literacy as a potential new method and
set of tools to aid language learners as well as educators.
If the 2019 JoLLE conference marked the first public introduction of incarnational
literacy as a method and practice, this talk is the first example of using this method. The
multimedia keynote can be viewed as public scholarship emerging from my practice of
incarnational literacy. It is also important that preparing for this event took place during
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, at a time, when I abandoned my dissertation
research and was sinking deeper and deeper into depression. However, engaging with
incarnational literacy, crafting the keynote presentation through reading, writing, and
artmaking (composing a multimodal presentation) was instrumental to healing and the
continuation of my research.
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I open and close this story with vignettes about playing the videogame, No Man’s
Sky. 156

FIGURE 6.1. Mapping and Conceptualizing Incarnational Literacy: Cosmos from Chaos.
Digital Collage and Videorecording. 157
Cosmos from Chaos
Playing No Man’s Sky (Fall 2021)

FIGURE 6.2. Playing No Man’s Sky: The aesthetics of gameplay. Digital Collage and
Multimedia Video Montage. Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 158
As I fly toward a crowded space station, just a few hours after my dissertation
defense, I feel as if the game world celebrates my return. All the visuals, the objects,
even the in-game music feels ebullient and welcoming. It is remarkable how events from
my real-life impact and alter my experiences in the game world. I want to capture this
moment, so I promptly select my in-game camera options. Suddenly, I am no longer
speeding toward the space station’s landing pad. I am no longer observing the world
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from the cockpit of my spaceship. Due to the game’s sophisticated camera mode, time
and space stops, and I see everything from a new perspective - from a bird’s-eye view.
Now, I see more, and I see further. This momentary pause of the gameplay, the
broadening of perspectives, and the elimination of a fixed position with freedom to move
around scaffold my ability to take better photographs of the game world. I realize that
my dissertation defense served a similar function to the in-game camera, offering the
same benefits. Engaging with my dissertation committee in a scholarly discourse about
incarnational literacy provided a new vantage point to see more and further. For
example, prior to my defense, I didn’t see or notice how most of my engagements with
incarnational literacy were solitary in nature, and I never considered or suggested the
possibility how this method could work collaboratively, like in a classroom.
Several months ago, when I began composing the first autoethnographic story of
my dissertation, I described a similar scene from the same videogame. I was entering a
Korvax space station and contemplated how effortlessly I could move through this game
world using a controller.
I also took a photo back then, posing with an explorer type ship, capturing a
moment of my in-game existence. Capturing in-game photos or recording my in-game
experiences take on a new significance as all these artifacts are becoming an integral
part of my incarnational scholarship. These artifacts not only shape my writing, but I
search for integration and fusion between text and visuals.
I embrace the slow and tedious process of finding the best vantage point before I
activate the shutter of my virtual camera. As I search for the best angles, filters, and
lighting conditions, I notice a yellow exotic-type ship on a landing pad. I spent nearly
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1000 hours in this game, and I never encountered an exotic ship upon entering the
space station and it is well-known within the No Man’s Sky community that this is a rare
occasion.
I continue making slow adjustments with the camera. I move closer to my gaming
monitor to study the scene closely before pressing the shutter. Though, most people
would say that I am playing a game, it has an element of dedicated work. Indeed, I am
deeply aware that this gameplay and the resulting image will be an integral part of
composing scholarship.

FIGURE 6.3. Navigating the world of No Man’s Sky: Arrival. The embedded hyperlink
allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary. Copyright 2016
by Hello Games. 159
I press the shutter and suddenly I am back in the cockpit, initiating landing
procedures. When I exit my craft, I receive a notification that my settlement is under
attack by the Sentinels, and I need to provide immediate support. I use my jetpack to fly
up the bridge with a station teleporter and use it to access my settlement. A chaotic
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scene welcomes me as I rematerialize near the center of the town that I manage. I am
not only surrounded by rapidly firing sentinel drones, but I am in the middle of a
sandstorm. I am nearly struck by lightning as I run for cover but as I initiate my jetpack
at hurricane-force gust of wind propels my body toward a building, and I am nearly killed
by the impact.
“From order to chaos under five seconds,” I say to myself, reflecting on the fact
that a few seconds ago the game offered the most serene experience and now I am
struggling to stay alive. As in real life, No Man’s Sky presents a universe where joy and
sorrow, order and chaos coexist and are interdependent. Even though I seek order, I
realize that I can only enjoy order after encountering or overcoming chaos.
I manage to recharge my shields and with my upgraded multi-tool I destroy the
sentinel forces. The storm abates and my citizens celebrate the victory.
Cosmos From Chaos (Fall 2021)
After exiting the game, I return to my dissertation project. I am using the same
computer and the same peripherals, the monitor, the keyboard, and the mouse. It is
remarkable how the same technology now offers a radically different experience.
Opening a word document from a desktop folder is nothing like opening a game and
being immersed in a stimulating environment – or is it? Prior to my dissertation
research, I could not see any connection or parallels between gaming (or even
artmaking) and writing, however, now I am convinced that a blank digital page and a
word processor can become a catalyst to foster immersion, interactivity and
transformative experiences, just like a video game. Perhaps the greatest gift of my
graduate studies is the realization that a blank word document with a blinking cursor, or
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an unopened book offer the potential of the most transformative and immersive
experiences. Indeed, my engagement with incarnational literacy shifted my orientation
to reading and writing. The integration of artmaking and videogames into literacy
processes not only changed the way I read or write, but it changed the ways I
conceptualize and approach reading and writing. If I engage with reading or writing as if
crafting aesthetic objects or as if playing a videogame, this cognitive shift can result in a
more engaged reading or writing process. 160 It reinforces my role as an active, creative
participant, with the added dimension of play and improvisation. In addition, if I
approach reading or writing as if playing a videogame, my failures or struggle with
reading and writing become necessary components to achieve an end goal or
overcoming challenges. As I reflect on the stories I share throughout my dissertation, I
realize that one of the central themes is struggle or struggling. Incarnational literacy
emerged as a creative response to my struggle with language and life. Perhaps this is
the reason I began my keynote address for the Hillsborough County Literacy Council's
2020 Annual Student/Tutor Appreciation Ceremony, pointing out how struggle has
always been embedded in my literacy practice.

FIGURE 6.4. Cosmos from Chaos. Digital Collage and Multimedia Video Montage. 161
I don’t like to admit it, but I am a struggling reader and a struggling writer. Even
after 45 years on this planet and over three decades of being in school, reading
and writing is still a struggle for me. But perhaps it’s not a bad thing. To struggle
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for something, to experience the discomfort of not finding the right word or the
correct pronunciation or even doubting your ability to stay with a demanding
book, trying to comprehend a complex story presented through an endless
stream of letters - page after page. 162
Even after completing an advanced graduate program in literacy studies, reading
and writing is not without the element of struggle. In my keynote address, I point out my
struggles, and explain that the resulting pain is an indication of one’s passion for
reading and writing.
If you’ve ever experienced discomfort, or even agony while engaging or pursuing
literacy, you are not alone. What’s more, the pain is an indication that you are a
passionate reader, a passionate writer. That’s the real meaning of the word,
passion. PASSIO in Latin means suffering. When you pursue something
passionately, it will always have a dimension of pain. A pain resulting from a
great effort or a tireless pursuit. And you all know this. If you desire to be a world
class athlete or a musician or to excel in any profession you know that the effort it
takes will cause and bring some pain along the way. 163
Incarnational literacy as a method often magnifies the struggle for meaning.
Inviting practitioners to augment reading and writing with the added layer of artmaking
and contemplative practices imposes new challenges that demands more from the
reader/writer. For example, my engagement with Bird on the Wire could have been
without much pain or struggle if I simply followed my professor’s instructions. I could
have read the article once or twice before composing a brief evaluation based on the
designated rubric. Indeed, the literacy engagement to produce the written artifact would
have been a relatively easy and painless process. However, adopting the incarnational
process resulted in significant transformations and other existential benefits. To use a
video game analogy, when I choose to play the game in a higher difficulty level, it
increased the magnitude of pain, and the number of failures; however, the game also
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rewarded me with experiences and achievements that I could not receive when playing
the game on an easier setting. Perhaps the educational goal of eliminating struggle is
somewhat counterproductive, and instead, we should find ways to remain in a learning
zone where the need for struggle is always present and valued.
Throughout my dissertation, I also avoided concepts such as talent or being
gifted. I wanted to re-emphasize that having artistic talent or a background in art is not a
prerequisite to practicing incarnational literacy. The stories in my dissertation suggest
that it was my deliberate engagement with incarnational literacy that helped me to
cultivate the skills to create and communicate through art and objects. It is the same
with literacy skills. Incarnational literacy doesn’t require mastery of language. Rather
incarnational literacy becomes a fertile ground or context to deepen or refine one’s
literacy practice and the skills involved.
And the truth is that none of us were born to be readers and writers. Reading and
writing are not hard-wired skills in our brain or natural abilities we are born with.
Like playing tennis or basketball or driving a car - reading and writing are human
inventions. And I don’t want to diminish the immense value of this human
invention because reading and writing saved my life, and I wouldn’t be here
today if I had given up my struggle with language and the possibility to share
myself through written and spoken words.
And today, I imagine that many of you may feel isolated and fragmented during
this pandemic. Perhaps you are too anxious to pick up a book or practice your
writing. You may feel that reading or writing is a waste of time. But perhaps
reading and writing can also create time, it can heal us, restore us, keep us sane,
allowing us to connect on a deeper level.
Reading aloud to a child, writing a letter to someone who is alone or neglected,
or just sitting down with a book when you feel afraid, anxious, or uninspired can
have a tremendous impact on you and others. 164
When I first shared these words online a year ago, I was also talking to myself. I
was struggling with the isolation created by the pandemic. I felt fragmented and found it
difficult to pick up a book and read it or write. I did not lose my convictions or faith in the
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values, importance, or the power of literacy. But at the same time, I was not motivated
nor did I have had desire to read or write. When I received the invitation to create a
multimedia presentation, it became a significant turning point. Although I found it
impossible to engage in reading, writing, or artmaking as singular engagements, when I
brought these activities together as an integrated process, it resulted in reading, writing,
and artmaking, which manifested also as a multimodal presentation 165. In other words, if
I was asked only to write a keynote address without the artistic component or artistic
process, I may not have succeeded, or the outcome would have been significantly
different. I believe the act of crafting/creating combined with reading and writing
deepens the full literacy experience that may result in transformation on various levels.
And that’s the true measure of literacy. The change it creates. What truly matters
is not how many books you’ve read or how many pages you’ve written, but how
much you changed or changed others through your reading and writing life.
Most heroes in the stories we encounter are often the characters who change the
most. And we all know how difficult it is to change. It requires struggle, time, and
often much suffering. So, if you struggle with reading and writing, don’t feel
shame, because your struggle is an indication of your passion. It means that you
want this, you are not indifferent, neutral, or disinterested. And your efforts,
believe me, will pay off, and maybe one day it will be you who can inspire others
not to give up their pursuit of literacy. 166
I believe the greatest strength of incarnational literacy as a meaning making
engagement is the change or transformation it offers. Prior to the development of
incarnational literacy, I witnessed the transformative power of reading and writing.
However, the degree of transformation or change, for me, are significantly higher when
practicing incarnational literacy, infusing crafting or artmaking into the processes of
reading and writing.
When I arrived in the United Kingdom, 25 years ago as a twenty some year-old
student, I suddenly became illiterate. I couldn’t read, write, nor speak or
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understand others. It was painful, especially the first few months. Yes, I could
have returned to Hungary where I could speak, write, read, and understand
others, but I trusted my grandmother who once told me, that when you learn a
new language you gain an extra life, a new existence. When you learn to speak
someone else’s language, you gain a new existence, often a new family or
community.
And perhaps this is true for each book we read and the stories we write. They
grant us a new dimension, a new perspective. They enlarge or deepen our being
because literacy is transformative. This is why, in my dissertation project I write
about reading and writing as an incarnational, transformative act. 167
I still find it remarkable how reading and writing can transform lives. Literacy
possesses almost a biological or evolutionary force, with immense powers, contributing
to human transformation both on individual and collective levels. However, as I argue
throughout this dissertation, transformation is not a given or automatic outcome.
Transformation depends on the depth and quality of one’s engagement and intention
with reading and writing. This is the main reason why I selected the term incarnation to
signify the objective of my literacy practice, to incarnate what I read or write.
And the word, incarnation simply means to become flesh. In the Gospel of John
there is a famous passage that the word of God became flesh and lived among
us. Is it really possible that words through reading or writing can turn into life?
Because it is not the same to read about, for example, joy, and becoming joy.
And this is what interests me, how my engagement with words through literacy
transforms me, changes me, allowing me to develop as a living being. 168
In addition, what differentiates incarnational literacy from other approaches to
reading and writing is the emphasis on one’s existence and pursuit of a fulfilled,
meaningful life. Incarnational literacy is human-centered. It aims to elevate the quality or
depth of one’s existence. Unfortunately, the existential benefits of reading and writing
are rarely emphasized in schools.
And all your wonderful tutors here at HLC are helping you how to read and how
to write. How to unlock these superpowers. But what is equally important, and
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this is what I would like to focus on today, is why should we read, or why should
we write.
But for me literacy is not just about reading and writing text. If we define literacy
as a meaning making engagement, helping us to transform information into
knowledge, and knowledge into lived wisdom, then you can consider other
engagements as literacy practices, such as artmaking, crafting, gardening,
raising a family, building a home, fixing a car, or even playing video games.
When we read, write, cook, clean our house we are making sense of what’s in
front of us. We are often making order out of chaos. When reading text on a
page, we mobilize seeing, memory, imagination, learned techniques and
methods to translate words, letters on the page into an experience. When we
write, it’s even more interesting, as you pay attention to your inner voice or
internal speech, the idea and thoughts emerging inside (invisible and often so
chaotic). You use your hand, various learned skills to make your inner life visible
on the page. 169
Reading and writing also belong to the domain of art. This is why I find the phrase
language arts to be so powerful. It suggests that language uses (reading, writing,
listening, speaking, viewing or visual expression) are inherently creative with an
aesthetic dimension.
It’s quite a miracle, to share our lives on a page, incased in letters and images.
So, whenever you read or write think about this because you are creating this
miracle and what’s even more important is that you are the source of this miracle.
And the greatest miracle in all this, is that with each book we read and each page
we write, there is the possibility of transformation. That’s what keeps me reading
and writing, because of this creative dimension, or the possibility for something
new to emerge in my life.
And as readers and writers we also use our literacy skills to relate others and the
world around us. The Brazilian philosopher and educator, Paulo Freire often
urged his students that it is equally important to read the world if we want to
understand it and transform it. And believe me, the best thing about literacy skills
is that you can apply them to reading the world and making sense of what’s
happening around us. 170
Indeed, I consider incarnational literacy as critical literacy, and a powerful tool to
better understand the world and to change it. My incarnational literacy engagements
with text, stories, and life events not only helped me to gain a deeper understanding of
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situations but, as my stories reveal, I was able to change them or manifest desired
outcomes with effective agency.
And this is true, especially today, during COVID 19. We are all characters of a
complex story, facing - not only the challenges of a health crisis but also an
economic and moral crisis. And we are not on the same boat as many would say.
Some of people are yachts, or comfortable, luxury boats, but there are many
people who are on improvised, unsafe rafts even without a boat, drowning.
But I believe if we learn to be more engaged readers, more thoughtful readers,
more compassionate readers, then we can create a world with less suffering,
because we will see things as they really are. Literacy is a pathway to a clearer
vision, a sensitivity to notice what really matters and how to best navigate
obstacles. 171
In retrospect, COVID-19 was also instrumental to see videogames (2D and
virtual reality) in a new light and to implement gaming and virtual reality experiences into
my research. Prior to COVID-19, I didn’t consider gaming as creative or maker-centered
engagements, like painting, drawing, or sculpting. The conceptualization of games as
an artistic medium and gaming as an artistic engagement opens a new trajectory for
future research, as I continue develop incarnational literacy.
Lately, due to being confined to my home, I am spending a lot of time in Virtual
Reality and playing video games. But I also approach and engage with these
new mediums, as I relate to books. With an intention to understand and create
new meaning, to create wisdom, or gain inspiration.
Since I live far from my home country, I use Google Earth VR to visit my
childhood places. In virtual reality, I can move through the streets of the town I
grew up. It is still a cathartic experience, to stand in front of my grandparent’s flat,
to pass by the hospital I was born. To linger in front of the elementary school or
the kindergarten I attended as a child. I go to the countryside to visit my great
grandmother’s house, and the cemetery she is buried, and I am often moved to
tears.
But as I was preparing for this talk, I decided to visit the children’s library in my
hometown, where I grew up. And as I stood in front of the building that’s now
some sort of clothing store, suddenly I was flooded with memories of how this
library saved my life as a child, and how it allowed me to escape into the magical
stories of Jules Verne and many other storytellers while the world around me was
falling apart.

214

See, my parent’s divorce was so painful and disruptive that I often spent whole
days in the library. It was the safest place for me. And often I was too anxious to
read, so I just laid down between the shelves, built a fort around me from books,
so I could breathe freely and feel safe.
So please consider libraries as sanctuaries. I have a very good life now, but I still
go to the public library every week, and fortunately our library is now reopened. I
still borrow a lot of books, even if I can’t read them all. I find joy just carrying the
books from the library to my car and up to my bedroom. It’s a form of exercise, I
guess. 172
This last statement is especially significant because it reinforces the physical
dimension and materiality of literacy. Literacy is not a purely cerebral activity, and
incarnational literacy stresses the importance of embodied, physical efforts, the role of
hands, and the act of making things visible. We can become creators when we read and
write. In reading we use our cognition and imagination. 173 We may see and hear things
as we read, though these sensations remain within the boundaries of our minds and
bodies. In writing, there is the visible text and the movement of the hands, but in both
cases, the material output or bodily involvement is limited. Incarnational literacy invites
practitioners to give form to imagination and ideas when reading. It requires the use an
artistic medium to express what one is reading or writing about.
Similarly, understanding videogames as multimodal texts, requires active
creation and an interaction that engender change and generate multiple outcomes.
As for video games, I have been playing an open world exploration game, called
No Man’s Sky. And the more I play this game, the more I realize that it’s the
perfect metaphor for literacy.
See, each player at the beginning of the game is thrown into a hostile,
dangerous, alien planet. There are no resources, and all your equipment,
including your life-support is broken. There are no instructions of what to do, so
there is a lot of trial and error. But slowly, very slowly, you begin to learn. First
you learn how to restore your health, your exosuit. You figure out how fix a
crashed spaceship to go to a space station. You learn how to mine for minerals
and process them into useful materials. And as you gain more freedom because
of the fruits of your efforts, you also realize that you are part of this infinite
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universe with hundreds of galaxies and millions of star systems and planets to
explore.
You meet alien races, but of course, at the beginning, you don’t understand
them. It makes communicating difficult but through each encounter you learn a
new world and slowly you acquire these invented, fictional languages. You began
to understand their stories and what they can offer. Also, the game doesn’t force
on you a specific objective, goal, or direction. You can do whatever you want.
You can become an explorer, a merchant, a scientist, a soldier, even a space
pirate, or you can just find a planet you like and build your dream house, raise
animals, start an enterprise, etc. 174
I hope my research will also ignite more interest in videogames and virtual reality
experiences within the literacy community. These domains offer unique approaches to
language use, communication, and presenting multimodal content. Though gaming is
deeply embedded in the culture of our students, literacy curriculums rarely integrate
videogames and gaming into the literacy classroom. This is the reason I highlight
throughout my dissertation how my engagement with games inform my literacy practice.
However, it is also important that I became a “better” gamer by adopting the principles
of close reading into my gaming activities, thus practicing close gaming. 175
But what made me think deeply about literacy while playing this game is the
multitool you carry with you and the exosuit or spacesuit that protects you from
the elements. Again, you start the game with a very limited and broken multitool,
and damaged spacesuit. This is the reason why everything takes so much time,
such as mining or cutting through obstacles. It’s like being a beginning reader or
writer with a lot of struggles and time-consuming engagements.
But as you progress, as you acquire new items and even an in-game currency,
you can start upgrading your multitool and fixing up your exosuit. You can install
new technologies that will grant you all these special powers and abilities, so you
can safely walk around and explore the harshest planet without dying from
radiation or other interstellar calamities.
And suddenly you realize that you have this amazing, fictional world, where you
can escape, make friends, or just spend time traveling, discovering plants and
animals, or learning fictional languages because you acquired the necessary
skills and knowledge. And all this happens through playing a game, and this is
what I love about videogames. Because they combine learning and play.
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As I reflect on my dissertation through the lens of the HLC keynote address, I
realize that besides struggle, as I pointed out before, play is another major theme in my
dissertation. Play emerges not as a topic of discussion but rather as an engagement. I
view my dissertation as an artifact in motion, an evolving document, because I am still
playing with its construction and shape. I believe incarnational literacy, to use the
analogy of games, is a lifelong game that I intend to play, until nothing remains.
And to conclude this talk, I leave you with another story about playing. A famous
violinist, Itzhak Pearlman was giving a solo performance in a large concert hall.
Hundreds of people were in the audience, as it was a true privilege to see the
maestro performing.
But during the performance, a string on Pearlman’s violin snaped. You could just
feel that this suddenly changed everything. A momentary silence, people held
back their breath, you could have heard a pin drop. What will he do? Will
someone just bring him a new instrument? But the maestro turned toward the
conductor and with a smile he made a gentle nod with his head, indicating that
everything will be fine; and he continued the concert playing on three strings.
Yes, he had to reconfigure the music as he had to play only with three strings,
but you couldn’t notice the difference. At the end of the concert everyone stood
up but before a standing ovation, the musician turned to the audience and said,
Ladies and Gentlemen, the challenge in life is to make music from what remains.
The challenge in life is to make art from what remains.
You can think of the violin as your skills and abilities to read and write and the
music is what you create from reading and writing. Because literacy is a creative
act. It inspires us to create, to create something that can be shared with others,
bring joy, bring fulfillment. And it’s OK if a string or two snaps.
It’s OK if your instrument has broken parts or if it’s imperfect. Because our calling
is to create from what remains, even if our music is imperfect. Even if you speak
with an accent, even if you have to look up every other word in a dictionary while
reading or writing. Even if you are misspelling or mispronouncing words, none of
these limitations can diminish the miracle of who you are as a person, and what
you share and create as a reader, writer, and teacher in this world.
And this is why I am truly grateful for today, witnessing both students and tutors
creating a better, safer, more compassionate world through the miracle of
literacy. Thank you for all what you do and thank you for listening. 176
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Playing No Man’s Sky (Fall 2021)
As I reach the end of the video, I experience the same gratitude but this time it is
directed toward my dissertation committee. For a moment I linger on the closing image
of the video and as soon as it fades into a black screen, I reopen Steam and return to
No Man’s Sky. As my character materializes on my capital freighter, I walk to a galactic
terminal to sell unwanted items my fleet of frigates brought from a recent mission. But
suddenly I realize that it is rather pointless to sell anything. A quick glance at my virtual
bank account is enough to make the conclusion that I have nearly unlimited in-game
currency and there is nothing else in a game that I can buy or upgrade. As a veteran
player of No Man’s Sky, close to 1000 hours of gameplay, I reached the endgame. In an
open world game, like No Man’s Sky, it means that the game cannot offer any more
challenges, or objectives to reach. I am infinitely rich and also rather powerful when it
comes to gears and resources. Of course, I do not think that with the successful
defense of my dissertation I achieved a similar status, or I entered an endgame. But I
certainly reached an end point, the end of graduate school. Reaching the endgame in
No Man’s Sky poses a unique set of questions and challenges. On the one hand, I can
quit the game because I fulfilled all the missions and reached the maximum level or
rank. Even in this procedurally generated universe, there is a very little chance that I
can encounter something I haven’t seen before. But on the other hand, reaching the
endgame is perhaps the greatest challenge if I decide to continue playing. Can I still find
meaning and enjoyment when resources and power are abundant? Can I invent a new
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style of playing or pursue new paths that are not inherent to the game? Or should I give
up everything I accumulated and start over?

FIGURE 6.5. Navigating the world of No Man’s Sky: Endgame. The embedded
hyperlink allows viewers to access a large-scale image with added commentary.
Copyright 2016 by Hello Games. 177
Although, videogames may include an endgame, literacy on the other hand, does
not. Therefore, the pursuit of literacy is an ongoing and lifelong engagement without a
fixed end.
As I look back on my life as a graduate student in literacy education one thing
becomes clear. The more I learn about and explore literacy, the more it becomes
elusive, presenting itself as an ever-expanding universe, constantly evolving, creating
new spaces. And this is perhaps the greatest gift of literacy education, the fact that I can
constantly evolve and never reach an endpoint or an endgame.
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Through this dissertation, I had the opportunity to craft a metaphorical ship:
Incarnational Literacy. It is my vessel to move through life, to read the word and the
world, calling and welcoming others to come on board.

FIGURE 6.6. Incarnational Literacy: Stories of Transformation. Digital Collage and
Multimedia Video Montage 178
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APPENDIX A: NO MAN’S SKY COPYRIGHT (FAIR USE WORKSHEET)
USF Fair Use Worksheet
The fair use exception was added to the Copyright Act of 1976 as section 107 and
was based on a history of judicial decisions that recognized that unauthorized use of
copyrighted materials were "fair uses." The distinction between fair use and
infringement may be unclear and not easily defined. There is no specific number of
words, lines, or notes that may safely be taken without permission. This worksheet is
offered as a tool to help you determine if your use of copyrighted content is likely to
be considered to be a “fair use.”
Before you begin your fair use determination, ask yourself the following questions:
1. Is the work no longer protected by copyright?
a. Is it in the public domain?
b. Did I retain my copyright ownership over a work I created when

signing my publication contract?
2. Is there a specific exception in copyright law that covers my use?
a. Does my use fit within Section 108 of copyright law: ‘Reproduction
by libraries and archives?’
b. Does my use fit within Section 110 (1) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in face to face classrooms?’
c. Does my use fit within Section 110 (2) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in online classrooms (also known
as the TEACH Act)?’ see TEACH Act checklist
3. Is there a license that covers my use?
a. Is the work issued under a Creative Commons license and can I
comply with the license terms?
b. Do I have access to the material through library licensed content? Ask
your librarian
If your answer to the above questions was no, then you should proceed with your fair
use evaluation. Section 107 also sets out four factors to be considered in determining
whether or not a particular use is fair:
1. The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of

commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes
2. The nature of the copyrighted work
3. The amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the
copyrighted work as a whole

231

4. The effect of the use upon the potential market for, or value of, the copyrighted

work

None of these factors are independently determinative of whether or not a use is
likely to be considered fair use. In evaluating your use, you should evaluate the
totality of the circumstances and consider all of the factors together. The Fair Use
Worksheet will help you balance these factors to determine if your use of
copyrighted material weighs in favor of ‘fair use.’ While valuable for your own
documentation the Worksheet is not intended as legal advice, which can be provided
only by USF General Counsel.
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INSTRUCTIONS
Check all boxes that apply, and keep a copy of this form for your records. If you have questions,
please contact the USF General Counsel or your USF Tampa Library Copyright Librarian.
Name:

Csaba Osvath

Class or Project:

Date: November

9, 2021

Doctoral Dissertation

Title of Copyrighted Work:

No Man's Sky

PURPOSE AND CHARACTER OF THE USE
Likely Supports Fair Use

☐ Educational
☐ Teaching (including multiple copies for
classroom use)
☐ Research or Scholarship
☐ Criticism, Parody, News Reporting or
Comment
☐ Transformative Use (your new work relies on
and adds new expression, meaning, or message
to the original work)
☐ Restricted Access (to students or other
appropriate group)
☐ Nonprofit

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Commercial
☐ Entertainment
☐ Bad-faith behavior
☐ Denying credit to original author
☐ Non-transformative or exact copy
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
☐ Profit-generating use

Overall, the purpose and character of your use ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

NATURE OF THE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Factual or nonfiction
☐ Creative or fiction
☐ Important to favored educational objectives
☐ Consumable (workbooks, tests)
☐ Published work
☐ Unpublished
Overall, the nature of the copyrighted material ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

AMOUNT AND SUBSTANTIALITY OF MATERIAL USED IN RELATION TO WHOLE
Likely Supports Fair Use
Likely Does Not Support Fair Use
☐ Small amount (using only the amount
necessary to accomplish the purpose)
☐ Amount is important to favored socially
beneficial objective (i.e. educational objectives)
☐Lower quality from original (ex. Lower
resolution or bitrate photos, video, and audio)

☐ Large portion or whole work
☐ Portion used is qualitatively substantial (i.e. it
is the ‘heart of the work’)
☐Similar or exact quality of original work
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Overall, the amount and substantiality of material used in relation to the whole ☐supports fair use or

☐ does not support fair use.

EFFECT ON THE MARKET FOR ORIGINAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ No significant effect on the market or
☐ Replaces sale of copyrighted work
potential market for the original
☐ Significantly impairs market or potential
☐ No similar product marketed by the copyright
market for the work
holder
☐ Numerous copies or repeated, long-term use
☐ You own a lawfully acquired copy of the
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
material
☐ Affordable and reasonably available
☐ The copyright holder is unidentifiable
permissions or licensing
☐ Lack of licensing mechanism for the material
Overall, the effect on the market for the original ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

CONCLUSION
The combined purpose and character of the use, nature of the copyrighted material, amount and
substantiality of material used in relation to the whole and the effect on the market for the original
☐ likely supports fair use or ☐likely does not support fair use.

Note: Should your use of copyrighted material not support fair use, you may still be able to locate and
request permissions from the copyright holder. For help on this, please feel free to contact your
Copyright Librarian.

This worksheet has been adapted from:
Cornell University's Checklist for Conducting A Fair use Analysis Before Using Copyrighted Materials:
https://copyright.cornell.edu/policies/docs/Fair_Use_Checklist.pdf
Crews, Kenneth D. (2008) Fair use Checklist. Columbia University Libraries Copyright Advisory Office.
http://copyright.columbia.edu/copyright/files/2009/10/fairusechecklist.pdf
Smith, Kevin; Macklin, Lisa A.; Gilliland, Anne. A Framework for Analyzing any Copyright Problem. Retrieved from:
https://d396qusza40orc.cloudfront.net/cfel/Reading%20Docs/A%20Framework%20for%20Analyzing%20a
ny%20Copyright%20Problem.pdf
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APPENDIX B: PHONE OF THE WIND COPYRIGHT (FAIR USE WORKSHEET)
USF Fair Use Worksheet
The fair use exception was added to the Copyright Act of 1976 as section 107 and
was based on a history of judicial decisions that recognized that unauthorized use of
copyrighted materials were "fair uses." The distinction between fair use and
infringement may be unclear and not easily defined. There is no specific number of
words, lines, or notes that may safely be taken without permission. This worksheet is
offered as a tool to help you determine if your use of copyrighted content is likely to
be considered to be a “fair use.”
Before you begin your fair use determination, ask yourself the following questions:
4. Is the work no longer protected by copyright?
a. Is it in the public domain?
b. Did I retain my copyright ownership over a work I created when

signing my publication contract?
5. Is there a specific exception in copyright law that covers my use?
a. Does my use fit within Section 108 of copyright law: ‘Reproduction
by libraries and archives?’
b. Does my use fit within Section 110 (1) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in face to face classrooms?’
c. Does my use fit within Section 110 (2) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in online classrooms (also known
as the TEACH Act)?’ see TEACH Act checklist
6. Is there a license that covers my use?
a. Is the work issued under a Creative Commons license and can I
comply with the license terms?
b. Do I have access to the material through library licensed content? Ask
your librarian
If your answer to the above questions was no, then you should proceed with your fair
use evaluation. Section 107 also sets out four factors to be considered in determining
whether or not a particular use is fair:
5. The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of

commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes
6. The nature of the copyrighted work
7. The amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the
copyrighted work as a whole
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8. The effect of the use upon the potential market for, or value of, the copyrighted

work

None of these factors are independently determinative of whether or not a use is
likely to be considered fair use. In evaluating your use, you should evaluate the
totality of the circumstances and consider all of the factors together. The Fair Use
Worksheet will help you balance these factors to determine if your use of
copyrighted material weighs in favor of ‘fair use.’ While valuable for your own
documentation the Worksheet is not intended as legal advice, which can be provided
only by USF General Counsel.
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INSTRUCTIONS
Check all boxes that apply, and keep a copy of this form for your records. If you have questions,
please contact the USF General Counsel or your USF Tampa Library Copyright Librarian.
Name:

Csaba Osvath

Class or Project:

Date: November

9, 2021

Doctoral Dissertation

Title of Copyrighted Work:

Phone Of The Wind

PURPOSE AND CHARACTER OF THE USE
Likely Supports Fair Use

☐ Educational
☐ Teaching (including multiple copies for
classroom use)
☐ Research or Scholarship
☐ Criticism, Parody, News Reporting or
Comment
☐ Transformative Use (your new work relies on
and adds new expression, meaning, or message
to the original work)
☐ Restricted Access (to students or other
appropriate group)
☐ Nonprofit

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Commercial
☐ Entertainment
☐ Bad-faith behavior
☐ Denying credit to original author
☐ Non-transformative or exact copy
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
☐ Profit-generating use

Overall, the purpose and character of your use ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

NATURE OF THE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Factual or nonfiction
☐ Creative or fiction
☐ Important to favored educational objectives
☐ Consumable (workbooks, tests)
☐ Published work
☐ Unpublished
Overall, the nature of the copyrighted material ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

AMOUNT AND SUBSTANTIALITY OF MATERIAL USED IN RELATION TO WHOLE
Likely Supports Fair Use
Likely Does Not Support Fair Use
☐ Small amount (using only the amount
necessary to accomplish the purpose)
☐ Amount is important to favored socially
beneficial objective (i.e. educational objectives)
☐Lower quality from original (ex. Lower
resolution or bitrate photos, video, and audio)

☐ Large portion or whole work
☐ Portion used is qualitatively substantial (i.e. it
is the ‘heart of the work’)
☐Similar or exact quality of original work
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Overall, the amount and substantiality of material used in relation to the whole ☐supports fair use or

☐ does not support fair use.

EFFECT ON THE MARKET FOR ORIGINAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ No significant effect on the market or
☐ Replaces sale of copyrighted work
potential market for the original
☐ Significantly impairs market or potential
☐ No similar product marketed by the copyright
market for the work
holder
☐ Numerous copies or repeated, long-term use
☐ You own a lawfully acquired copy of the
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
material
☐ Affordable and reasonably available
☐ The copyright holder is unidentifiable
permissions or licensing
☐ Lack of licensing mechanism for the material
Overall, the effect on the market for the original ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

CONCLUSION
The combined purpose and character of the use, nature of the copyrighted material, amount and
substantiality of material used in relation to the whole and the effect on the market for the original
☐ likely supports fair use or ☐likely does not support fair use.

Note: Should your use of copyrighted material not support fair use, you may still be able to locate and
request permissions from the copyright holder. For help on this, please feel free to contact your
Copyright Librarian.

This worksheet has been adapted from:
Cornell University's Checklist for Conducting A Fair use Analysis Before Using Copyrighted Materials:
https://copyright.cornell.edu/policies/docs/Fair_Use_Checklist.pdf
Crews, Kenneth D. (2008) Fair use Checklist. Columbia University Libraries Copyright Advisory Office.
http://copyright.columbia.edu/copyright/files/2009/10/fairusechecklist.pdf
Smith, Kevin; Macklin, Lisa A.; Gilliland, Anne. A Framework for Analyzing any Copyright Problem. Retrieved from:
https://d396qusza40orc.cloudfront.net/cfel/Reading%20Docs/A%20Framework%20for%20Analyzing%20a
ny%20Copyright%20Problem.pdf
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APPENDIX C: ELIZA COPYRIGHT (FAIR USE WORKSHEET)
USF Fair Use Worksheet
The fair use exception was added to the Copyright Act of 1976 as section 107 and
was based on a history of judicial decisions that recognized that unauthorized use of
copyrighted materials were "fair uses." The distinction between fair use and
infringement may be unclear and not easily defined. There is no specific number of
words, lines, or notes that may safely be taken without permission. This worksheet is
offered as a tool to help you determine if your use of copyrighted content is likely to
be considered to be a “fair use.”
Before you begin your fair use determination, ask yourself the following questions:
7. Is the work no longer protected by copyright?
a. Is it in the public domain?
b. Did I retain my copyright ownership over a work I created when

signing my publication contract?
8. Is there a specific exception in copyright law that covers my use?
a. Does my use fit within Section 108 of copyright law: ‘Reproduction
by libraries and archives?’
b. Does my use fit within Section 110 (1) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in face to face classrooms?’
c. Does my use fit within Section 110 (2) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in online classrooms (also known
as the TEACH Act)?’ see TEACH Act checklist
9. Is there a license that covers my use?
a. Is the work issued under a Creative Commons license and can I
comply with the license terms?
b. Do I have access to the material through library licensed content? Ask
your librarian
If your answer to the above questions was no, then you should proceed with your fair
use evaluation. Section 107 also sets out four factors to be considered in determining
whether or not a particular use is fair:
9. The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of

commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes
10. The nature of the copyrighted work
11. The amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the
copyrighted work as a whole
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12. The effect of the use upon the potential market for, or value of, the copyrighted

work

None of these factors are independently determinative of whether or not a use is
likely to be considered fair use. In evaluating your use, you should evaluate the
totality of the circumstances and consider all of the factors together. The Fair Use
Worksheet will help you balance these factors to determine if your use of
copyrighted material weighs in favor of ‘fair use.’ While valuable for your own
documentation the Worksheet is not intended as legal advice, which can be provided
only by USF General Counsel.
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INSTRUCTIONS
Check all boxes that apply, and keep a copy of this form for your records. If you have questions,
please contact the USF General Counsel or your USF Tampa Library Copyright Librarian.
Name:

Csaba Osvath

Class or Project:

Date: November

9, 2021

Doctoral Dissertation

Title of Copyrighted Work:

Eliza

PURPOSE AND CHARACTER OF THE USE
Likely Supports Fair Use

☐ Educational
☐ Teaching (including multiple copies for
classroom use)
☐ Research or Scholarship
☐ Criticism, Parody, News Reporting or
Comment
☐ Transformative Use (your new work relies on
and adds new expression, meaning, or message
to the original work)
☐ Restricted Access (to students or other
appropriate group)
☐ Nonprofit

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Commercial
☐ Entertainment
☐ Bad-faith behavior
☐ Denying credit to original author
☐ Non-transformative or exact copy
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
☐ Profit-generating use

Overall, the purpose and character of your use ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

NATURE OF THE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Factual or nonfiction
☐ Creative or fiction
☐ Important to favored educational objectives
☐ Consumable (workbooks, tests)
☐ Published work
☐ Unpublished
Overall, the nature of the copyrighted material ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

AMOUNT AND SUBSTANTIALITY OF MATERIAL USED IN RELATION TO WHOLE
Likely Supports Fair Use
Likely Does Not Support Fair Use
☐ Small amount (using only the amount
necessary to accomplish the purpose)
☐ Amount is important to favored socially
beneficial objective (i.e. educational objectives)
☐Lower quality from original (ex. Lower
resolution or bitrate photos, video, and audio)

☐ Large portion or whole work
☐ Portion used is qualitatively substantial (i.e. it
is the ‘heart of the work’)
☐Similar or exact quality of original work
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Overall, the amount and substantiality of material used in relation to the whole ☐supports fair use or

☐ does not support fair use.

EFFECT ON THE MARKET FOR ORIGINAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ No significant effect on the market or
☐ Replaces sale of copyrighted work
potential market for the original
☐ Significantly impairs market or potential
☐ No similar product marketed by the copyright
market for the work
holder
☐ Numerous copies or repeated, long-term use
☐ You own a lawfully acquired copy of the
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
material
☐ Affordable and reasonably available
☐ The copyright holder is unidentifiable
permissions or licensing
☐ Lack of licensing mechanism for the material
Overall, the effect on the market for the original ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

CONCLUSION
The combined purpose and character of the use, nature of the copyrighted material, amount and
substantiality of material used in relation to the whole and the effect on the market for the original
☐ likely supports fair use or ☐likely does not support fair use.

Note: Should your use of copyrighted material not support fair use, you may still be able to locate and
request permissions from the copyright holder. For help on this, please feel free to contact your
Copyright Librarian.

This worksheet has been adapted from:
Cornell University's Checklist for Conducting A Fair use Analysis Before Using Copyrighted Materials:
https://copyright.cornell.edu/policies/docs/Fair_Use_Checklist.pdf
Crews, Kenneth D. (2008) Fair use Checklist. Columbia University Libraries Copyright Advisory Office.
http://copyright.columbia.edu/copyright/files/2009/10/fairusechecklist.pdf
Smith, Kevin; Macklin, Lisa A.; Gilliland, Anne. A Framework for Analyzing any Copyright Problem. Retrieved from:
https://d396qusza40orc.cloudfront.net/cfel/Reading%20Docs/A%20Framework%20for%20Analyzing%20a
ny%20Copyright%20Problem.pdf
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APPENDIX D: HALF-LIFE ALYX COPYRIGHT (FAIR USE WORKSHEET)
USF Fair Use Worksheet
The fair use exception was added to the Copyright Act of 1976 as section 107 and
was based on a history of judicial decisions that recognized that unauthorized use of
copyrighted materials were "fair uses." The distinction between fair use and
infringement may be unclear and not easily defined. There is no specific number of
words, lines, or notes that may safely be taken without permission. This worksheet is
offered as a tool to help you determine if your use of copyrighted content is likely to
be considered to be a “fair use.”
Before you begin your fair use determination, ask yourself the following questions:
10. Is the work no longer protected by copyright?
a. Is it in the public domain?
b. Did I retain my copyright ownership over a work I created when

signing my publication contract?
11. Is there a specific exception in copyright law that covers my use?
a. Does my use fit within Section 108 of copyright law: ‘Reproduction
by libraries and archives?’
b. Does my use fit within Section 110 (1) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in face to face classrooms?’
c. Does my use fit within Section 110 (2) of copyright law:
‘performance or display of works in online classrooms (also known
as the TEACH Act)?’ see TEACH Act checklist
12. Is there a license that covers my use?
a. Is the work issued under a Creative Commons license and can I
comply with the license terms?
b. Do I have access to the material through library licensed content? Ask
your librarian
If your answer to the above questions was no, then you should proceed with your fair
use evaluation. Section 107 also sets out four factors to be considered in determining
whether or not a particular use is fair:
13. The purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of

commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes
14. The nature of the copyrighted work
15. The amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the
copyrighted work as a whole
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16. The effect of the use upon the potential market for, or value of, the copyrighted

work

None of these factors are independently determinative of whether or not a use is
likely to be considered fair use. In evaluating your use, you should evaluate the
totality of the circumstances and consider all of the factors together. The Fair Use
Worksheet will help you balance these factors to determine if your use of
copyrighted material weighs in favor of ‘fair use.’ While valuable for your own
documentation the Worksheet is not intended as legal advice, which can be provided
only by USF General Counsel.
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INSTRUCTIONS
Check all boxes that apply, and keep a copy of this form for your records. If you have questions,
please contact the USF General Counsel or your USF Tampa Library Copyright Librarian.
Name:

Csaba Osvath

Class or Project:

Date: November

9, 2021

Doctoral Dissertation

Title of Copyrighted Work:

Half-Life Alyx

PURPOSE AND CHARACTER OF THE USE
Likely Supports Fair Use

☐ Educational
☐ Teaching (including multiple copies for
classroom use)
☐ Research or Scholarship
☐ Criticism, Parody, News Reporting or
Comment
☐ Transformative Use (your new work relies on
and adds new expression, meaning, or message
to the original work)
☐ Restricted Access (to students or other
appropriate group)
☐ Nonprofit

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Commercial
☐ Entertainment
☐ Bad-faith behavior
☐ Denying credit to original author
☐ Non-transformative or exact copy
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
☐ Profit-generating use

Overall, the purpose and character of your use ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

NATURE OF THE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ Factual or nonfiction
☐ Creative or fiction
☐ Important to favored educational objectives
☐ Consumable (workbooks, tests)
☐ Published work
☐ Unpublished
Overall, the nature of the copyrighted material ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

AMOUNT AND SUBSTANTIALITY OF MATERIAL USED IN RELATION TO WHOLE
Likely Supports Fair Use
Likely Does Not Support Fair Use
☐ Small amount (using only the amount
necessary to accomplish the purpose)
☐ Amount is important to favored socially
beneficial objective (i.e. educational objectives)
☐Lower quality from original (ex. Lower
resolution or bitrate photos, video, and audio)

☐ Large portion or whole work
☐ Portion used is qualitatively substantial (i.e. it
is the ‘heart of the work’)
☐Similar or exact quality of original work
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Overall, the amount and substantiality of material used in relation to the whole ☐supports fair use or

☐ does not support fair use.

EFFECT ON THE MARKET FOR ORIGINAL
Likely Supports Fair Use

Likely Does Not Support Fair Use

☐ No significant effect on the market or
☐ Replaces sale of copyrighted work
potential market for the original
☐ Significantly impairs market or potential
☐ No similar product marketed by the copyright
market for the work
holder
☐ Numerous copies or repeated, long-term use
☐ You own a lawfully acquired copy of the
☐ Made accessible on Web or to public
material
☐ Affordable and reasonably available
☐ The copyright holder is unidentifiable
permissions or licensing
☐ Lack of licensing mechanism for the material
Overall, the effect on the market for the original ☐supports fair use or ☐does not support fair use.

CONCLUSION
The combined purpose and character of the use, nature of the copyrighted material, amount and
substantiality of material used in relation to the whole and the effect on the market for the original
☐ likely supports fair use or ☐likely does not support fair use.

Note: Should your use of copyrighted material not support fair use, you may still be able to locate and
request permissions from the copyright holder. For help on this, please feel free to contact your
Copyright Librarian.

This worksheet has been adapted from:
Cornell University's Checklist for Conducting A Fair use Analysis Before Using Copyrighted Materials:
https://copyright.cornell.edu/policies/docs/Fair_Use_Checklist.pdf
Crews, Kenneth D. (2008) Fair use Checklist. Columbia University Libraries Copyright Advisory Office.
http://copyright.columbia.edu/copyright/files/2009/10/fairusechecklist.pdf
Smith, Kevin; Macklin, Lisa A.; Gilliland, Anne. A Framework for Analyzing any Copyright Problem. Retrieved from:
https://d396qusza40orc.cloudfront.net/cfel/Reading%20Docs/A%20Framework%20for%20Analyzing%20a
ny%20Copyright%20Problem.pdf
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